Title: The Nature of Church Membership (Church Membership -1) – Jose Francis Martinez

Purpose: To convince the hearers that church membership must be definite and definable.

Introduction

1. In the great commission, the Lord told His original disciples, “Going, therefore, make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them (that is, those who have been made disciples) in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, and teaching them (that is, those who have been made disciples) to observe all that I have commanded you.” So the work of evangelism is not the end of the Great Commission. For those who have been made disciples are to be come part of the church – they are to be baptized and taught to observe (not just to know) all (not just some) that Christ has commanded His original disciplines. 

2. Therefore, having considered the work of evangelism, we now move to church membership. And in dealing with this subject, we consider but four issues:  1) The Nature of Church Membership 2) The Basic Requirement of Church Membership 3) Conducting a Church Membership Interview 4) The Duties of Church Members.

3. Today we will consider the first: The Nature of Church Membership.

Trans:
And first, under this section, let us consider…

I.
THE NATURE OF CHURCH MEMBERSHIP – STATED 

A.
What is the nature of church membership? In a word, it is definable; definable in the sense that there is a clear distinction between members and non-members; those who are members and those who may just happen to visit the gatherings of the church for worship and instruction.

B.
Now, I want to emphasize this because we live today in a generation where many churches do not have a definable membership. Church membership does not involve an open, solemn, voluntary, and formal commitment. Thus nobody really knows for sure who the members of the church are and who are not. But that is not apostolic. Church membership should be definable. The church should know who are its members and those who may just happen to attend the services of the church.

Trans:
But secondly, under this section, let us consider…

II.
THE NATURE OF CHURCH MEMBERSHIP – DEMONSTRATED
A.
But where do we find in the Scriptures that church membership is definable? One key text that clearly shows this principle of definable membership is 1Cor 14:23-25 (READ). 

1. It is not my intension to deal with the subject of the apostolic gifts of tongues and prophesy, for that is not what we are here for. 

2. But what I want you to note here is that Paul makes a clear distinction between all the members of the church (the whole church) and a person who may happen to attend the assembling of the whole church. Is this person part of the whole church simply because he happens to join the assembling of the church? No. Otherwise Paul would not have made a distinction between the whole church and that person who happens to join the assembling of the whole church. 

3. Now this clearly indicates a definable membership. A person who happens to join the assembling of the church is not automatically numbered as part of the church. Therefore, church membership must involve some kind of open, solemn, voluntary, and formal commitment where people know who the members are and who are not.

B. Moreover, this principle of definable membership is indicated in passages that describe the church as a distinct group that could be numbered. 

1.
And let us just look at one text - Acts 16:5 (READ). The churches here are not only described as being strengthened in the faith, but also that they were increasing in number avriqmw/ daily.

2.
So clear from this is that those that were part of the church could be numbered. People knew who to count in as part of the church and who not to count in. The membership was definable. The churches, therefore, must have had some kind of a membership list, whether mental or in paper. 

C.
Furthermore, this principle of definable membership is indicated by passages that speak of belongingness to a particular church. 

1.
Rom 16:1-2 (READ). Note that Phoebe here is described as one who particularly belonged to the church in Cenchrea – “a servant of the church which is at Cenchrea”. So although her sphere of service was not limited to that particular church, as indicated in the text, and yet she is described as one that particularly belonged to that church.  This clearly indicates a definable membership.

2.
Acts 15:22, 24 (READ). It is not my intention to get into this whole important controversy. What I only want you to notice is that these men, who, without any authorization from the church of Jerusalem, were causing trouble to the other churches are said to have belonged to that church in Jerusalem – “that some of our number”. Again this implies a definable membership. And although the context indicates these men were no longer part of the church in Jerusalem, and yet they are describe as those who at least once belonged to that church.  

D.
Finally, and this is the fourth argument, if we are really come to think of it, a definable membership is the only biblically workable setup.

1.
Think in terms of the biblical duty of the church to exercise church discipline. 

a.
Who are liable to church discipline? Just anybody who happens to join the gatherings of the church is immediately liable to church discipline? Ridiculous! That would mean that you should not invite an unbeliever into the church or he will immediately be liable to church discipline. And this problem is not imagined by real. Ills: Christian Group in Marawi.

b.
And still in connection with church discipline, who are to take part in the final stages of church discipline? Just the elders of the church or some chosen few in the church? No. The Bible says the church - Mt 18:17; 1Cor 5:4 (READ). Now what happens if you have no definable membership? Anybody who happens to join the gatherings of the church can automatically take part in the act of church discipline? Ridiculous! Therefore, you have to have a definable membership.

c.
One of the reasons why church discipline is either completely neglected or unbiblically implemented is because churches do not have a definable membership. 

2.
This is true also in terms of the biblical duty of the church to select biblically qualified church officers. 

a.
Who are to take part in the selection of biblically qualified church officers? The pastor or pastors? No. The bible says that the whole church is to take part. We see this in Acts 6:1-7 (READ). Now if there is no definable church membership, then who should the church officers summon and who should take part in the selection of church’s officers? Just anybody who wants to join may join? Ridiculous. As clear in Acts 6, all and only the members of the church are to take part. So this indicates a definable membership. People knew who members of the church were who were not.  

b.
One of the reasons why many churches depart from the apostolic pattern of selecting church officers is because churches do not have a definable membership. So what happens is that only the pastor decides who should become a church officer or only a select few will decide. But that is not apostolic. 

3.
This is true also in terms of the biblical duty of oversight by the elders. 

a.
Heb. 13:17 (READ). It is the duty of church leaders, the elders, to watch over the souls of members and they are to give an account for each one of them before God. Now let me ask you: If there is no definable church membership, how will the elders know whom they are specifically to watch over and who they will give an account for? Just anybody who happens to attend the gatherings to the church? Ridiculous!  

b.
One of the reasons why elders in many churches do not have any sense of responsibility and accountability for the members of the church is because there is no definable membership in the church. They do not know who really are under their charge and those who are not.

4.
Church membership should be definable. And unless it is definable, then we will never be able to implement many biblical teachings. 

Trans:
But having considered the nature stated and demonstrated, let us briefly consider…

III
THE NATURE OF CHURCH MEMBERSHIP– OPPOSED

A.
One very common objection to definable membership is that it will tend to alienate non-members of the church from the church. And the argument goes like this: If we want to win those who are not yet part of the church to the church, then we have to make them feel like they are already a part of the church. If we make a distinction between members and non-members, then we will alienate them from the church.   

B.
But this pragmatic argument is rather blind and foolish. 

1. For there is a way to make visitors of the church to feel welcome in the gatherings of the church without making them believe that they are already members of it. I am sure you people who feel very welcome in your house without them imagining that they are actually members of your house. Right?

2. Besides, not to make a distinction could mean real trouble in the church. Think of what will happen if those who are welcomed in your house will begin to act as if they are not just visitors but actually members of your family?  So also in the church – if matters of church discipline, they think their voice must be heard. 

3. Therefore, this argument against definable membership is rather blind and foolish. 

CONCLUSION

1. So as to the nature of church membership, it must be definable. The church is an organized body of Christ’s disciples. And this policy of definable membership is not some carnal policy that many churches have wrongfully practiced. No. The practice is biblical and apostolic and it is good, acceptable, and perfect.   

2. So if your church still does not have a definable membership, then that is something you need to work at. It is a difficult and delicate work requiring much energy and wisdom, yes. But you, together with the church, will have to do the work of defining the membership.  That is crucial to the work of building God’s living temple on church – the church of Jesus Christ.    

