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Title:  The Regenerate Membership (DD-29)

Purpose: To motivate the hearers to embrace the biblical teaching of regenerate membership.

Introduction
In our studies of biblical doctrines, we are presently considering the Baptistic distinctives. Already we have considered 1) the separation of state and church 2) the autonomy of the local church 3) the rule of elders in the local church.  Now we move to consider another Baptistic distinctive ….
SECTION 4: REGENERATE MEMBERSHIP

As we deal with this subject, we shall do so under 5 headings: 1) An Assumption of Regenerate Membership 2) The Biblical Basis for Regenerate Membership 3) The Common Objections against Regenerate Membership 4) The Implementation of Regenerate Membership 5) The Importance of Regenerate Membership

I. 
AN ASSUMPTION OF REGENERATE MEMBERSHIP
A. 
We live today in a generation where many churches do not even believe in any membership at all.  There is no clear distinction between those who are members and those who are not.  And being a part of a church today is more of having a vague kind of understanding which does not involve open, solemn, voluntary, and formal commitment.
B.
However, regenerate membership assumes that a church should have a membership - a clear and definite membership, where everybody knows who are the members and who are not.  
C.
But is this assumption a biblical one?  Let me give you 5 lines of biblical arguments.
1.
The Scripture portrays a local church as a distinct group that could be numbered.


a.
Acts 1:15; Acts 2:41-42; Acts 2:46-47; Acts 4:4 (READ)
b.
This church in Jerusalem was a distinct group that can be numbered. They must have had a definite membership that people knew who to count in and who not to. 
2.
The Scripture portrays a local church as a distinct group that could be called to select her officers and representatives.

a.
Acts 6:1-6 (READ). The Apostles called the congregation of disciples to select its officers. And it was the whole congregation that selected the officers based upon the qualifications given by the Apostles.  Now this implies that the church must have had a definite membership or confusion would arise as to who were to take part in this church’s business. 
b.
Acts 15:22 (READ). Implied here is that the church must have had a definite membership or how could it be said that the whole congregation took part in this act? 

c.
Unless a church has a membership, it would be impossible to follow the Scriptural pattern of chosen church’s officers and representatives. And that’s one of the reasons why many churches today do not follow the apostolic pattern.

3.
The Scripture portrays a local church as a distinct group that can carry out church’s discipline upon those who are part of it.

a.
Mt 18:16-18 (READ). Only those who are part of the church are to be disciplined by the church; and it is the whole church that is to undertake the work of discipline. And only when a member refuses to repent is he to be regarded as no longer a part of the church. This clearly indicates a definite membership or confusion will arise as to who to discipline and who will take part the act of discipline? 
b.
1Cor 5:9-13 (READ). Only those who are members of the church can be put out of the church. That is something you cannot do with just anyone who happen to visit the gatherings of the church. So this clearly implies a definite membership or confusion will arise as to who to discipline and who are to take part in the act of discipline. 

c.
Unless there is church’s membership, it would be impossible to follow the Scriptural teachings on church discipline. And that’s one of the reasons why many churches today do not practice church’s discipline; or if they do, they do not follow the Scriptural teaching about how to go about it. i.e. A case of swindling; Christ’s went with harlots; only leaders will discipline.

4.
The Scripture portrays the church as a distinct group that is under the charge of elders.

a. 
Heb. 13:17 (READ) - Lit: “that they might do it with joy”. Elder do have the responsibility to care for the souls of those under their charge; and they must give an account of each of them to God. So this indicates a definable membership or confusion will arise as to who are those under the elders’ charge and those who are not? For are the elders accountable for just anybody who happens to just drop by to attend the church’s service? 

b.
1Pet 5:1-4 (READ). These elders do have those whom God has allotted to their charge. And they are the ones whom the elders must shepherd or pastor.

c.
One of the reasons why elders in many churches do not really feel a responsibility for each individual under their charge is because there is no definite church’s membership. For they don’t really know who are under their charge and who are not!
5.
The Scripture clearly makes a distinction between those who part of the church and those who are only visitors of the church’s gathering.

a.
1Cor 14:23-25 (READ). It is not my intension to deal with the subject of the gifts of tongues and prophesy. But note how the Scriptures make a clear distinction between the whole church that assembles together and a visitor who happens to join the assembling together of the whole church. It is the whole church that assembles together, and this clearly indicates that the visitor cannot be considered as part of the church. Hopefully he will become. But his taken part of the assembling of the church does not automatically make him a part of the church.

b.
And the idea common today that for as long as you are take part in the gatherings of the church, then automatically, you become a part of it, is clearly unscriptural, and will lead to confusion and chaos.  

D.
So it is beyond question that there should be church’s membership - a membership that involves an open, solemn, voluntary, and formal commitment. 

Trans: 
But that leads us now to our 2nd heading...

II. 
THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR REGENERATE MEMBERSHIP
A. Amongst those who hold to church’s membership, only the Baptist insist that only believers ought to become members of the church. And although at times hypocrites might occasionally slip in and become members, and yet church’s membership should only be for true believers. The Episcopalians and Presbyterians believe otherwise. They believe that even the unregenerate children of believers should be members of the church. But Baptists insist that that is unbiblical. 
B.
And when we examine the Scriptures, it is plain enough that the Baptists were right. And let me give you just 4 lines of biblical arguments.

1.
Regenerate membership is clearly the pattern set by the church during the apostolic era.


a.
Acts 2:41 (READ). Who were added to the church at Jerusalem? Those who received Peter’s message and subsequently were baptized. Not those who received the word plus their children who still did not receive the word.

b.
Acts 2:47 (READ). Who were those whom God added to the church? Those who were being saved. Not those who were being saved plus their children who still were not saved.

2.
The imageries used in the Bible for the church clearly indicates a regenerate membership.

a.
For example, the church is referred to in the bible as a flock of sheep - In 1Pet 5:2 & Acts 2:28: elders are exhorted to shepherd the flock of God.  And what is the distinguishing mark of a sheep? John 10:26-27 (READ) - “But you do not believe because you are not My sheep. My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me.” The church is not likened to a flock of sheep plus goats.
b.
Another imagery used in the Bible for the church is that of the body - 1Cor 12:12-13 (READ). What makes us part of the body? The baptism of the Holy Spirit.  So this indicates that only believers should be members of the church
3.
All the apostolic letters addressed to churches assume a regenerate membership.


a.
A few examples: (READ) : Rom 1:1,7; 6:1,2; 1Cor 1:1,2;  Gal 1:1-2, 6 (Although later Paul speaks of his fears as to whether these Galatians were really Christians  [4:11] and yet he still assumes that they were have been called by God) ; Eph 2:1-7; Phil. 1:1; 1Thess 1:1-7 

b.
The same is true of all the other letters of the NT.
4.
The explicit apostolic directive not to include unbelievers in the local church.

a.
2Cor 6:14-18 (READ). This text is often used to support the position that believers should only marry unbelievers and that they should not enter into business partnership with unbelievers. However, those are just secondary applications of this text. The primary reference is membership in the church. Thus VS 16 (READ)... note: not “we are the temples (plural)” but “we are the temple (singular)”. So he is talking about being bound together with unbelievers in the church. 

b. 
So here is a clear apostolic directive not to include unbelievers in the local church. Membership in a church should be for believers only.
Trans:
But that leads us thirdly to...

III.
THE COMMON OBJECTIONS AGAINST REGENERATE MEMBERSHIP
A.
One common objection is Jesus’ parable of the wheat and tares.

1.
Jesus said that we should not try to pull out the tares less we also destroy the wheat. So also, they say, of the local church. Let the tares and the wheat grow together, and God will sort it out in the Day of Judgment.
2.
But if you study closely that parable, what is the field? Mt 13:24-30, 36-40 (READ). Note that the field is not the church but the world. In the world, there will always be true believers and false believers; but that ought not be the case of the church.
B.
Another objection often used against regenerate membership is the nature of the OT “church.”

1.
The OT “church” did not only include believers but also their sons & daughters who were not believers.  And therefore, that should also be true of NT “church”.
2.
But this position fails to appreciate the progress of redemptive history. 

a.
For when was the “church” established”? Only during Christ and the apostolic generation! Mt 16:18 (READ): “and upon this rock I will build My church.” And strictly peaking, the church did not yet exist in the OT. What we have in the OT are God’s old covenant people – the Jewish nation. What we have in the NT are God’s new covenant people- the church of Jesus Christ.
b.
Moreover, what is one of the clear distinctions between the OC and NC community? Heb 8:7-13 (READ). All who are part of the NC community have a saving and experiential knowledge of God. This was not true of the OC people of God – the Jewish nation. You did not have to have a saving knowledge of God to be part of that community or nation. But that is no longer true under the NC.
C.
A third common objection raised against regenerate membership is the impossibility distinguished between those who are true believers in Christ and those who are not.  
1.
The objection goes like this: Since it is impossible to tell who really are true believers and who are not, then why try to maintain a regenerate membership? Think of Judas.  All the disciples had no inkling that Judas was not real. And if they could not tell, what makes us think that we could? 

2.
In answer to this, let me say 2 things.

a.
It is not biblical to exaggerate the difficulty in distinguishing a believer and an unbeliever. Why? 1Jn 3:10 (READ) “obvious” or “clear” and “evident” – same word used in 1Cor 14:25; Gal 5:19; 1Tim 4:19.  So although in some cases it might be hard, as in the case of Judas, who was a pretender, let us not also exaggerate the difficulty. Generally speaking, the difference between believers and unbelievers are obvious, according to the Scriptures.

b. 
It is one thing to make it a policy to just accept into membership anyone who want to join the church, and it is another thing to try the best you can to accept and retain in the membership only those whose profession are credible. 

· And this was John the Baptist’s policy. Mt 3:7-8 (READ).  Although some might be able to feign repentance, and yet we must look for some credible signs of repentance. 
· And this should be the church’s policy as well. She must seek to do the best she can to look for credible signs, although acknowledging that a hypocrite might occasionally be able to slip in.
D. 
Conclusion: So these common objections raised against regenerate membership are completely unfounded. They cannot and should not undermine the biblical teaching of regenerate membership. The church must endeavor to accept and retain in her membership only those who are true believers in Christ.
Trans:
But that leads us now to our 4th heading...

IV.
THE IMPLEMENTATION OF REGENERATE MEMBERSHIP
· If the biblical teaching of regenerate membership is to be implemented, what must a church do? The church must do at least 4 things.
A.
The church must stick to the biblical method of evangelism.

1.
Why do you think so many churches today are filled with false converts? Because of modern day method of evangelism often called as “Easy-Believism” or “Easy-Prayerism”. 
a.
People are made to believe that if they only say sincerely the “sinner’s prayers”, then they are already Christians, and that they must never again doubt that they are saved. And this practice is carried to the extreme with children. But a child will hardly refuse to do what an adult would him/her to do.

b.
And this practice is what is filling the church with so many false converts.

2.
So in order to implement regenerate membership, we must stick to the biblical method. Preach repentance and faith. And tell people to count the cost of being a follower of Christ just like what Jesus did.
B.
The church must exercise care in receiving members into the church.


1.
John the Baptist would not just baptize anyone who professes faith without the visible fruits of repentance - Mt 3:7-8 (READ).
2.
And we also see this attitude in the church at Jerusalem. Acts 9:26-28 (READ). The church did not just received Paul into membership up until they were convinced that his profession was credible.

3.
“But what about the 3,000 added into the church at Jerusalem the day they were converted?” But remember that back then, for a Jew to profess faith in Christ will automatically mean severe persecutions. So to merely profess faith in Christ was enough credible proof of genuine repentance and faith.
C.
The church must impartially practice biblical church discipline.


1.
Only members whose lives are consistent with their profession are to be retained as members of the church. If a member’s action and life-style is no longer consistent with his profession, then he must be removed from the church’s membership. Mt 18:15-17; 1Cor 5:11-13; Rom 16:17-18 (READ).
2.
Granted that a true Christian might grievously commit any of these sins - but for as long as his profession is grossly contradicted by his life, then he must be removed from the church. And only if he repent are they to be taken back again.

3.
And if the church does this, then it will be able to reasonably maintain a regenerate membership.
D.
The church must pray that Christ will keep the membership of the church pure.

1.
It is at times very difficult to uncover a hypocrite in the church for there might not enough clear evidence that a person is a hypocrite. However, there is One who knows exactly what is in a man’s heart - the head of the church. Rev. 2:23: “ all the churches will know that I am He who searches the minds and hearts; and I will give to each one according to his deeds.”

2.
Therefore, we are to pray that Christ will keep the membership of the church pure by exposing those who might be really hypocrites in the church. i.e. And in the brief history of the SGBC, the Lord has done that several times.

Trans:
But then that leads us to our final point...

V.
THE IMPORTANCE OF REGENERATE MEMBERSHIP
· “But why make such a big fuzz about regenerate membership? Why take it so seriously?” Let me give you just two reasons.

A.
We are to take it seriously because that is the will of Christ for the church, and therefore, we must do all we can to obey it. The church is subject to Christ and therefore we must obey the will of Christ.
B.
Moreover, maintaining regenerate church membership is essential, not just for the well-being, but even for the survival of a church.

1.
What will happen if we will not take seriously the duty to maintain a regenerate membership?  The church will be divided over those who want to follow Christ and those who do not want to follow Christ. The picture given in Scriptures is that of a yoke. To yoke together two different animals, like a horse and cow, would be disastrous. Those two different animals will never be able to work together to plow the field. And this is what happens to a church that has so unbelievers in it.

2.
Moreover, the more unbelievers will get into the church, the church will increasingly become the world and, thus, worldly. Less and less will the church be the church; and more and more will it become the world.

3.
And what will happen if the church becomes more and more like the world?  Less and less will the church be subject to Christ; and less and less will Christ be glorified in the church.

4.
And if this condition continues, what do you think will Christ do to that church? He will spit it out of His mouth. Rev 3:16 (READ).
5.
Therefore, maintaining regenerate church membership is essential, not just to the well-being of a local church, but even to its survival. 
Conclusion: Therefore, by all means, let us hold fast to the biblical and baptistic distinctive of regenerate membership.  And let us do all we can to implement it in our churches.

