Title: The Basic Requirement of Church Membership – Jose Francis Martinez

Purpose: To motivate the hearers to strive after regenerate membership in the church.

Introduction 

In the previous session we considered the nature of church membership – definable. Now we move to another important matter concerning church’s membership – The Basic Requirement.

Trans:
In dealing with this section, let me begin with…

I.
THE BASIC REQUIREMENT – STATED

A.
What is the basic requirement of church membership? The basic requirement is that only those who have been saved are to be received and retained as members of the church.

B.
There are secondary requirements, as we shall see in a while, but this is the basic requirement. Only those who have been saved are to be received and retained as members of the church.

Trans:
But having stated the basic requirement, let us move secondly to…

II.
THE BASIC REQUIREMENT – DEMONSTRATED

A.
Now where in the Scriptures do we find this basic requirement for church membership?  First of all, it is clearly the apostolic pattern we find in the book of Acts.

1.
Acts 2:41 (READ). Who were added to the church at Jerusalem? Those who received Peter’s message were subsequently baptized. Not those who received the word plus their children who still did not receive the word.

2.
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.

3.
Acts 9:26 (READ). This implies that the disciples would not have anyone join them whom they believe was not a true disciple. Now in this case, the disciples were wrong and that mistake was later corrected. But the principle is clear here that only those who are saved are to be received and retain as members of the church.

B.
Moreover, this basic requirement is assumed in the imageries used in the Bible to depict the church. Let us just take three imageries. 

1.
First, the church is pictured as flock of sheep - Acts 20:28 (READ).  

a.
And who are the sheep? Well Jesus said, that “My sheep hear My voice and they follow Me” (John 10:26-27).  

b.
So assumed in this imagery is that the members of the church are true believers in Christ – sheep and not goats.

2.
Another imagery used in the Bible to depict the church is that of a body – 1Cor 12:12-14 (READ).

a.
But how do we become part of Christ’s body? 1Cor 12:13 (READ) “by” or “in”.

b.
So clear from this is that all those who are part of Christ’s body are believers and, therefore, have been baptized in the Spirit. Hence, anyone who does not have the Spirit should not be made part of the church – Christ’s body.

3.
A third imagery used in the Bible to depict the church is that of building. – 1Cor 3:5f. 

1.
But what sort of building materials should be used in God’s building – not wood, hay, straw (unbelievers and false converts) but gold, silver, and precious stones (true believers or true converts of the gospel of grace.)

2.
So again this indicates that only true converts should be made part of God’s living temple.

 C.
Furthermore, this basic requirement of church membership is what differentiates the Old and New Covenant Communities.

1.
Heb 8:6-13 (READ). What is one of the great differences between the Old and New Covenant Communities? One great difference is that under the Old Covenant God’s law were written in tables of stones but under the New Covenant God’s laws will be written in tablets of human heart. And in close connection with that, under the Old Covenant, most of God’s people did not know the Lord. But according to the prophecy of Jeremiah quoted here, that will no longer be true under the New Covenant – 8:11 (READ).

2.
Therefore, indicated in this is that the church, the new covenant community, should only maintain and retain members who savingly know the Lord Jesus.  

D.
In addition, this basic requirement of church membership is found in an explicit apostolic directive - 2Cor 6:14-18 (READ).

1.
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. 

a.
Thus 6:16a (READ) - Note: not “we (plural) are the temple (singular) of the living God”. So Paul here is talking particularly about the church, not marriage or business partnership.  

b.
This is also clearly indicated in 6:16b-17 (READ) – The language here is clearly that of God’s covenant community, the church, not marriage or business partnership.

2.
Therefore, to allow unbelievers to become members of the church is to disobey this clear apostolic prohibition or directive.

Trans:
But having considered the basic requirement stated and demonstrated, let us now consider thirdly…

III. THE BASIC REQUIREMENT - OPPOSED

A.
There are several objections raised against regenerate membership. And one very 
common objection is Jesus’ parable of the wheat and tares.

1.
Let us take a close look at it – Mt 13:24-30, 36-40 (READ). Now argued from this parable is that Jesus said that we should not try to pull out the tares less we also destroy the wheat. So also, it is argued, in the local church. Let the tares and the wheat grow together; and leave it to the angels of God to sort them out in the Day of Judgment.

2.
But if we look closely at the parable, what, according to Jesus is the field? 13:38 (READ) – “and the field is the world” – not the church. And since when did the word “world” even mean “church” in the NT? Nowhere! The bible clearly makes a distinction between the church and the world. They are not one and the same.

3.
Therefore, this parable applies to the world but not to the church. 

B.
A second common objection raised against this basic requirement of church membership is the alleged impossibility to distinguish between those who are believers and those who are not.   

1.
The objection goes like this: Since it is impossible to distinguish between true believers and those who are not, then trying to maintain a regenerate membership is bound to fail? Think of Judas, one would argue.  All the other 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, it must be emphasize that it is not biblical to exaggerate the difficulty in distinguishing a believer and an unbeliever. 

a.
Why? 1Jn 3:10 (READ) “obvious” or “clear” and “evident”. In fact, in the parable of the wheat and the tares, it was even obvious to the workers who were the wheat and who were the tares. 

b.
So although in some cases it might be hard to tell, as in the case of Judas, who was a hypocrite, let us not also exaggerate the difficulty. Generally speaking, the difference between true believers and those who are not is obvious, according to the Scriptures.

3.
Moreover, in answer to this objection, it has to be emphasized that it is one thing to make it a policy to accept into membership just anyone who wants to join the church, and it is another for us to try the best we can to accept and retain into membership only those whose profession of faith are credible. 

a.
It is like the quality control of certain products. Is it 100% right? No. Some defective products still end up being sold in the market. Now does this mean then that we are to do away with the whole practice of quality control because it is not 100% right? No. To do that would be a marketing disaster.  

b.
So also in our policy of accepting and retaining church members. The fact that we cannot completely screen out those who might not be true believers does not mean that we are not to try to screen them out. Not to try to screen them out would mean a major disaster.

C.
A third objection raise against this basic requirement is that if we try to screen out unbelievers from becoming members in the church, then they will be alienated from the church.     

1.
And that’s a real possibility. But whose servants are you, God or men? Gal 1:10 “For am I now seeking the favor of men, or of God? Or am I still striving to please men? If I were still trying to please men, I would not be a bond-servant of Christ.”

2.
Besides, if we are to accept an unbeliever into the membership of the church, then he would think that he must be OK for why would you accept him into the membership if he were not? But what does the Bible say about people who do that? Pro 27:6 “Faithful are the wounds of a friend, But deceitful are the kisses of an enemy.” 

3.
Besides, what is better, man’s wisdom or God’s wisdom? I trust none of us will think human’s wisdom is better than God’s. 

D. 
So these three common objections raised against the basic requirement of church’s 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:
Now that leads us to our fourth point, which is…

IV.
THE BASIC REQUIREMENT - IMPLEMENTED

If we are to receive and retain in the membership only those who true believers in Christ, then what is it that must be done? Four things need to be done. 

A.
The church must stick to the biblical message and method of evangelism.

1.
Why do you think so many churches today are filled with false converts? Because of an unbiblical message or method of evangelism or both. 

2.
The message is often change to fit whatever a person’s felt need might be, health, wealth, or self-esteem, family problems, or even chasing your blues away, and not primarily sin and God’s wrath and being right with God. And the saving response of repentance and faith has been reduced to a willingness to repeat a prayer after someone – and if you have done that, then you are saved. 

3.
But if we to maintain a regenerate membership, we have to stick to the apostolic message and method of evangelism.

B.
Moreover, if we are to maintain a regenerate membership, then we must exercise care in receiving people into church membership. 


1.
Think of John the Baptist – the forerunner of Christ. What was his policy? 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 conversion.

C.
Furthermore, if we are to maintain a regenerate membership, then we 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 membership - Mt 18:15-17 (READ).

2.
It is possible that a true believer might commit grievous sins, and for a while refuse to repent of that sin. This was the case of David and also of the immoral brother in 1Cor. But for as long as his profession is grossly contradicted by his life, then he must be disciplined and even removed from the church. And only if and when he repents is he to be received back into the church. 

D.
Finally, if we are to maintain a regenerate membership, then we must pray that Christ Himself will keep His church pure. 

1.
It is at times very difficult to uncover a hypocrite in the church for there might not be enough evidence to discipline that person. However, Christ, the Head of the Church, describes Himself as “He who searches the minds and hearts” (Rev. 2:23). 

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

Trans:
But that leads us now to our final point…

V.
THE BASIC REQUIREMENT - URGED

…“But pastor, implementing this basic requirement of church membership is a difficult, and sometimes even an unpleasant work? So is implementing this basic requirement really that important? Can we not just skip this work? We cannot. 

A.
1Cor 3:9-16 (READ). 

1.
Who, here, was/is the master builder? 3:10 (READ). 

a.
Paul came to Corinth and preached the gospel. And it was as an outcome of his labor, under the blessing of God, that a church was built. 

b.
He refers to this earlier using a different analogy – the agricultural analogy – 3:6-9 (READ). 

2.
But what was the foundation that Paul, as a wise master builder, laid? 3:11 (READ).

a.
When Paul came to Corinth, he preached the gospel. And what was central to his preaching? Christ and Him crucified - 1:18, 22-24 (READ).

b.
And although that message was a stumbling block to the Jews and foolishness to the Gentiles, and yet it was that very gospel that changed the lives of these Corinthians.

c.
Now that’s the foundation laid. And no other foundation can be laid other than that.
3.
But what about the building? What is the building? 

a.
The building does not refer to the good works of believers in general, nor does it refer directly to the teachings being taught in the church. The building directly refers to the church in Corinth. 

b.
This is clear from both the preceding and succeeding context. 3:6-9 (READ) – Note the change of analogy. 3:16-17 (READ) “you” plural “temple” singular—so the building is God’s temple: the church—the organized body of Christ’s disciples in Corinth. 

c.
This is also collaborated from the wider context of the NT Scriptures -1Pet 2:4,5; Eph 2:19-22 (READ) – Although there are features in these analogies different from the one in 1Cor, and yet, the building uniformly refers to the church – the living temple of God. 

4.
So who then are the other builders building upon the foundation the Apostle Paul has laid?
a.
Since the building is the church, the builders does not refer to all Christians in general. But the builders particularly refer to gospel ministers or pastors who have continued the work that Paul started in Corinth.  Men like Apollos and other men who continued the work after Paul and Apollos have left. They are particularly the builders building upon the foundation that Paul laid.

b.
We have seen this already in 3:9 (READ) – Note Paul makes a clear distinction between “we” (gospel ministers) and “you” (the church in Corinth). 

5.
So what then is the significance of the two basic kinds of materials being used in building?

a.
Since the building refers to the church, then the two basic building materials being used must refer to two different kinds of church members that the church is built with. 

b.
The non-combustible material (gold, silver, and precious stone) refers to proper building material, true converts, those brought to the church through the effectual preaching of the gospel of a crucified Messiah. While the non-combustible material (wood, hay, straw) refer to improper building material, false converts, those brought to the church through human wisdom— philosophy, psychological manipulation and gimmicks, flattery, and the adulteration of God’s word. 

c.
These are kind of building materials that the church is built with.

6.
And what about “the day” and “the fire” that would test or reveal the quality of each builder’s work? To what do they refer to?

a.
They refer to the final shifting. The building will pass through the fire of God’s judgment in order to test or reveal the quality of each builder’s work.

b.
The builders, if true believers, who built mainly with combustible material (wood, hay, straw—which refers to false converts gained through human wisdom) will receive no reward for their ministerial labors. But those who built mainly with non-combustible material (gold, silver, precious stones—which refers to true converts gained to the faithful and powerful preaching of the gospel) will each receive rewards for their labors—3:12-15 (READ). 

c.
So this fire, then does not refer to purgatory. Nothing is said about tormenting the builders and purging them in flames. Rather, it is the quality of the builders’ work that will be revealed by the fire. 

d.
Moreover, to “suffer lost” and to be saved “yet so as through fire” do not refer to those who make profession of faith but whose lives are basically indistinguishable from unbelievers. But the statement refers to gospel ministers or Christian leaders whose ministerial labors will not stand the fire of God’s judgment. Although they, if true believers, will be saved, and yet, because they were not wise and careful builders, then they will suffer lost for their ministerial labors.

7.
So what then is the application of this? 3:10b (READ). For if you build your church with wood, hay, straw, then your ministerial labors will still come to nothing. A big church built with wood, hay, straw might appear impressive to undiscerning people, but it will come to nothing in the day of testing.

B.
Besides, what will happen if you allow unbelievers to become members of the church? 

1.
Do you think there can be harmony in the church with believers and unbelievers in it? For what harmony has Christ with Belial? For believers want to follow the voice of the Shepherd but the goats want to dance along the devil’s tune.

2.
Moreover, the testimony of the church will become so watered down that the world will no longer take the church seriously. What the difference between the Roman Catholic Church and an evangelical church? Maybe the way they worship. Maybe in some points of theology. But in how they live, basically nothing.

3.
Furthermore, the more unbelievers there are in the church, then the more worldly will the church become. And what do you think will eventually happen to a church like that? The church will cease to be a church, it will become the world.

Conclusion


Therefore, we have no choice in this matter. If you want to stay in this ministry, you have to do this hard and difficult work. You have to seek to implement the principle of regenerate membership.

