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The Gospel & Oasis 101

The Membership Covenant
Questions & Answers
Membership Covenant
How do we draw theological conclusions?
Whenever a church (or any individual) comes to conclusions about what they believe on particular theological issues it must be considered a very serious matter, and therefore it should involve a process of a variety of things before those conclusions are drawn and the decision is made to communicate those conclusions. For a church, this is vitally important for the sake of its health and long-term stability. The scripture instructs us that we should not be “like children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes” (Ephesians 4:14). As a church grows, if it remains committed to the truth of God’s Word, it will inevitably become more like Christ, and will continually be transformed by the truth of God’s Word.

So in these transformations we must make certain that we are operating in the truth, and not by some whim or “wind of doctrine” that has been schemed up outside of God’s Word. These principles are very relevant to Oasis as it relates to this series and commitment to church membership. Membership is not something that has been emphasized in Oasis until recently. Because of that, there may be many questions, and some may wonder why we have decided to do this now. The purpose of this session is to answer those questions.
The first question we will deal with will be a general question of how we arrive at theological conclusions and make decisions about what to teach. Because I (Chris) have been called and given the responsibility to plant, preach and teach the Word of God, and the primary teaching of the Word at Oasis has come from me, I will use myself as an example. I will describe to you the process in which I come to decide what to teach, and how I have come to these teachings you have received in this series of The Gospel & Oasis 101.

The first thing I will say is that I do not take the matter of preaching and teaching lightly. Teaching is an incredible gift that carries with it an incredible responsibility. Any teacher should be aware of this. Additionally, whenever the teacher is teaching the Word of God the weight of responsibility increases dramatically. The Bible is the primary source for how God has chosen to reveal Himself to His creation. This means everything we need to know about God and how to have relationship with Him is in the Book. Anyone entrusted with the responsibility to preach and teach His Word and His plan must consider how weighty and how vital this responsibility is, and must therefore take every measure to ensure he is preaching and teaching truth and not a man-centered, man-devised version of the gospel.
If you have heard me preach you know that I often say, “Do not merely take my word for it. Do your own study. Do your own research. Test me, and every word of what I say.” I say this for a few reasons. It is not because I am trying to say that you cannot trust me, or that I do not have confidence that what I am teaching is truth. It is actually quite the opposite. I say that to you because I want you to know that you can trust me, and because I am very confident that what I am teaching is truth. For as much as personal study, conviction, and growth is crucial for every individual believer, confidence and trust in your pastors God has given you to teach His Word is a must. And I want you to be assured that you can have confidence in what is being taught here.

So here is an example of the process used to determine these convictions and teachings:

· The Bible and prayer. First and foremost, reading the Scripture with an attitude of prayer prepares the teacher’s heart and mind. I recognize that I have nothing new to say. Everything that needs to be said is in God’s Word, so I do an intense, meditative study of His Word for several days before I turn to outside sources such as commentaries or other teachers.
· The counsel of others who have been tested and proven wise. This step is also very important in determining what to teach. Human beings are sinful and fallible, but it doesn’t mean we cannot know the truth. What it does mean is that we must be careful and discerning as we seek the truth. On any given issue as it relates to teaching or the church I will often read between 10-20 different commentaries and language reference materials; listen to 3-5 different teachers from diverse ages (ranging from 30 years old to 75 years old); and I will often speak personally to friends who I know to be trusted and wise in God’s Word (i.e. the elders in training at Oasis, and other colleagues and friends I have come to know through the ministry). If several of these commentators, teachers, friends, and fellow pastors have the same or similar interpretations, then I become even more confident in the truth I am preaching. This step also provides something drastically important for any teacher, and that is personal accountability.

· Testing the teaching against years of orthodox Christian teaching. There have been many whimsical teachings and doctrines come and go throughout church history. But the basic truths and practices that have caused the church to be strong, growing and mature have remained for centuries. In introducing something to our church I will usually check to see if what I am teaching lines up with the tenants of orthodox Christian faith.


How does this relate to the church membership covenant?

I explained all of that to you so that you can be certain that this series and this teaching about a membership covenant with your local church members is not a whimsical thing. It is motivated by months and months of biblical study, prayer, the counsel of wise individuals and biblical scholars, and years and years of orthodox Christian practice that has withstood the test of time.

Is Church Membership taught in the New Testament?
This is the million-dollar question. It is an important question for us to consider because the word “membership” is not used anywhere in the Bible. No matter how hard you look, you will never find a verse or passage in the New Testament that directly commands believers to maintain membership roles or establish membership procedures. Such commands are simply never given.
Similarly, we do not find terminology in the Bible such as “the trinity” or “spiritual warfare.” However, these man-invented terms represent important concepts that are clearly biblical truths. Although these words are not found in scripture, we still hold them as truth. “Trinity” is a word used to describe the biblical concept of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit as one God existing in three persons. “Spiritual warfare” is a term used to describe the biblical concept of the battle that exists between Satan and evil verses the people of God. Just the same, the term “church membership” is used to describe and define the healthy and appropriate operations of the local church.
Membership in a local church involves commitment to worship the Lord corporately (in gatherings), edifying brothers and sisters through mutual exhortation and service, cooperating in the mission of the church, and holding each other accountable to walk in a manner pleasing to the Lord as a witness to the truth of Christ in the world.

We believe that covenant church membership is a wise and helpful path for those who desire to walk together in obedience to the Lord in a manner that is worthy of the gospel of Christ. Paul writes to the Philippians that he desires for them to “stand firm together in one spirit and one mind, striving side by side for the faith of the gospel” (Philippians 1:27). A well-defined church membership is a means for accomplishing this exhortation.

The wisdom in having church membership becomes even more evident when we consider how the New Testament teaching on church government and church discipline relate to mutual accountability and thus to a concept of covenant membership.

This is perhaps the most important point in understanding the biblical foundation for church membership: The New Testament teaching about church government and church discipline would be meaningless if some form of commitment to mutual accountability in a body of believers were not expected.
What we are saying is this. Yes, “church membership” is not explicitly taught in the New Testament, but church government and church discipline are both taught. So we must look at those two things and ask some appropriate questions. If the church is to have some form of government, that certainly implies that there are members who make up the body which is being governed. And if the church is to conduct and carry out discipline (not punishment, but guiding discipline for the care and maturity of the people) then we must ask, how is that to be done? How can it be done if there is no defined relationship of mutual accountability and no intentional submission to the leadership of the church? It simply could not.

Church Government Implies a Membership of Accountability

The New Testament teaches that the local church has elders or overseers who have special responsibility to equip (Ephesians 4:11) and care for (Acts 20:28) and teach (1 Timothy 3:2; Titus 1:9) the members. The New Testament teaches that the members are to respect (1 Thessalonians 5:12ff) and be submissive to (Hebrews 13:17) these leaders, but not to treat them as infallible (1 Timothy 5:20) or in the place of Christ (Matthew 23:8-12). They are servants, not masters (Luke 22:26), and their leadership comes from their divine call to serve (Acts 20:28), not from their desire to rule.

This whole picture of called leaders, and people who affirm that leadership, assumes the existence of “church membership” that consists in a corporate life of mutual accountability. Leadership and submission have no meaning where there is no commitment to accountability (that is, to membership).

Church Discipline Implies a Membership of Accountability

Jesus said, “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother. But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses. If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector” (Matthew 18:15-17).

What this implies is that Christians are to be members of churches where they are held accountable to walk in a way that pleases the Lord. If there were no relationship of accountability, it would be meaningless to “tell it to the church,” because the offending person would simply say, “That church has no jurisdiction or authority over me.”
The same thing is implied in 1 Corinthians 5. A man in the church is living in blatant immorality and is proudly unrepentant (v. 2). Paul writes, “Let him who has done this be removed from among you” (v. 2). He goes on to say, “When you are assembled… you are to deliver this man to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus” (vv. 4-5).

None of this would be feasible if the immoral man could simply say, “I am not accountable to you. I can do what I please. You have no authority or rights over me.” In other words, the teaching of the New Testament on church discipline implies that church membership (involving mutual accountability among the members) is the will of God for all Christians.


The church “Covenant”

The biblical call for a membership of mutual accountability in a local body of believers suggests the need for believers to make a covenant with one another. This is simply implied in agreeing to hold each other accountable to walk in a manner pleasing to the Lord.

The church covenant is a written summary of agreed upon beliefs and biblical practice that a church agrees should be the basis of its accountability. The covenant allows for freedom of conscience in areas where the Bible is not definite in its guidance. The covenant focuses on principles, especially as they relate to our corporate life together.

Is it proper to covenant with a church? Doesn’t the Bible warn us to not enter into covenants with people or take oaths? This is most likely a reference to Matthew 5:33-37 where Jesus warns people about taking oaths. It was customary for the religious leaders of Jesus’ day to swear oaths for various meaningless things in order to hold people captive to them and their ideas. Most commentators agree that Jesus, in saying “do not take an oath at all” is not making a blanket statement condemning making covenants and oaths, for this practice is referred to elsewhere in the New Testament in a positive light (see Luke 1:73; Heb 6:13-18 which refers to God Himself making the vow). What He does condemn is the deception of the religious leaders who swore oaths that “split theological hairs” by their use of words such as “heaven, earth, and Jerusalem”. The Jewish legal experts had many ways to get around the law and break oaths, so that a person’s promises might mean nothing.
The main point, which Jesus got across very clearly, was to emphasize the importance of truthfulness in our speech and to minimize the need for believers to resort to oaths in our everyday conversation. We should be such men and women of our word that any statement we make to anyone does not need to be “validated” by an oath. But to contemplate, and study, and pray over and make a covenant promise to be accountable to a fellowship of believers in Jesus is certainly not an unbiblical or unfounded concept that would be discouraged by God. In fact, the very nature of the instructions we have regarding the church clearly shows us that God’s Word encourages close, covenanted relationships between His people.
Another example of a covenant we make that is not explicitly taught in Scripture, although the foundation for it is certainly and clearly taught in scripture is the marriage covenant and vows. Nowhere in the Bible do we see an exchange of vows or a signing of a marriage agreement, but it certainly does not mean such practice is wrong. It simply emphasizes the relationship of marriage that God teaches us to honor in His Word.

A covenant is something that ought to be taken very seriously. It is a promise that you will be accountable to the provisions of the covenant relationship. We use the word “covenant” to describe our membership to one another because it implies relationship. The basis and the foundation for the covenant we have with one another is our relationship as a family.


Why Sign My Name on a Piece of Paper?
If you’ve made it this far you may still be wondering, “Okay, I see the biblical principles for defined responsibility of every believer in a local church. But I am still a little uneasy about the idea of signing a piece of paper. Why is that important?”

This question is understandable. Some may prefer to let their track record speak for itself. I’m here. I help out. I serve. I am faithful to gather with the fellowship. Why do I need to sign a paper that says I am doing all these things?

Let me offer three different answers to this question:

· Signing a piece of paper is a common practice in our culture to state one’s commitment to something. We agree to sign our names to all sorts of things in our lives: when we buy a house or a car, open a bank account, or give our kids permission to go on a field trip, when we become members of other organizations or clubs, and one particularly good parallel to this is the marriage certificate. We of course sign our marriage licenses in order to make our marriages legal with the State, but “signing a piece of paper” is not something we are instructed by Scripture to do.

The point is that to ask people to sign a paper is not an unusual practice in our culture. But it is one that makes a statement that something is significant enough to us that we will sign our names to it. Quite simply, you will not sign your name to just anything. Signing our names to something is a significant act. And covenanting with a church is one of the most significant actions you will ever take in your life.
· Signing a piece of paper makes it clear who is with us and who is not. Someone may agree with everything we communicate in the covenant, but if they do not sign we have no way of knowing it. Likewise, we have no grounds for helping them remain accountable, because they have not stated an intentional desire for the church to have such a relationship with them.

The Greek word that we translate “church” (Ekklesia) literally means “the called out ones”. The very word itself denotes being called out of something and subsequently called into something else. Every believer in Christ is not only “called out of the world” (see John 17:14-16; 2 Corinthians 6:14-17), they are “called into the body of Christ” (see Hebrews 10:24-25). Christianity is a public, committed, responsible, accountable relationship with Jesus Christ.

· Signing a piece of paper is evidence that a church deeply cares about its members and desires to care for and protect them. Churches that require “signing” as an outward sign of one’s commitment to the fellowship are showing the fellowship that they have the best interest and the welfare of the church as a high priority. Conversely, churches who deemphasize this step in their recognition of membership are setting themselves up for potentially perilous situations.

For example, I recently read about a church where an attendee used his relationships within the church to persuade people to invest over $2 million with him. The money was never returned to the investors. The church leadership struggled to respond because the man was not a member. If they said something publicly and warned the congregation about his actions, they risked a lawsuit for slander and defamation of character. The church leaders finally asked the man to leave, but said nothing to the congregation. As a result he continued to scam people in the church for another year. When the victimized members discovered that church leaders knew about the man’s actions but failed to publicly warn the congregation, they in turn threatened to sue the church for failing to protect them. 

Several courts have ruled that churches may not discipline people who have not specifically consented to discipline. In this case, church leaders could not publicly warn the congregation about the man's actions without threat of a lawsuit because he was not a member, and had not consented to discipline. By not emphasizing membership, the leaders were prevented from fulfilling one of their most important biblical tasks—protecting the flock. (Ken Sande, Christianity Today, “Taking Church Membership Seriously—Why It’s Time to Raise the Bar”, April 18, 2005)


Why has church membership become a debate in today’s church?

Church membership has become a debate mostly because more and more churches in the last 20-30 years have deemphasized the importance of membership. The fact of the matter is, the argument over whether or not membership is important is a fairly new argument, and it is reflective of the culture in which we live.

In one way it reflects our culture’s antagonism toward commitment and accountability. Much like parents who are afraid to discipline their children for fear that they might not love them, many church leaders are afraid they will be unpopular for emphasizing commitment and accountability.

In another way, there is a concern that if we create a barrier at “the front door to the church”, not as many people will enter. It will appear that there is a chasm between “us and them” and they will turn away. But what we don’t realize is that by not emphasizing membership we may have a wide-open front door, but we also have a wide-open back door. Growth and evangelism is not really helped by deemphasizing membership. People want to know what they are coming to. Clear communication of who we are is actually a support to growth and evangelism, not a hindrance.

In a recent study by the Hartford Institute for Religion Research, several findings released in a report called “FACTs on Growth” suggested several different reasons why and how churches are growing. Data was taken from the Faith Communities Today 2005 (FACT2005) survey of 884 randomly sampled congregations of all faith traditions in the United States. Among several different factors are two or three that apply to our discussion here:
· Congregations that change worship format and style are more likely to grow. More than half the congregations that use culturally relevant musical styles of worship have experienced substantial growth since 2000. Frequency of worship is important as well: The more worship services a congregation holds, the more likely it is to have grown. 

· Congregations that have started or maintained a website in the past year are most likely to grow. The effort to have a website indicates that the congregation is outward looking and willing to change by non-traditional means. 

· Congregations whose character is one of conservative, clearly taught theology and clarity of mission and purpose are more likely to grow than those with no clear theological convictions. Growing churches are clear about why they exist and about what they are to be doing. Churches that have the most substantial and lasting growth are clear about what they expect of their members.
· Congregations that involve children in worship are more likely to experience significant growth. Also, important to growth is the ability of congregations to attract young adults and children with families. 

· Almost all congregations say they want to grow, but it takes intentionality and action for growth to occur. Congregations that had developed plans for members were more likely to grow than congregations that had not.

Those are just a few of the examples given from the study, which I found to be quite complimentary to what we are doing at Oasis.


When will we sign the membership covenant?
The elders in training of Oasis are currently working on the language for the covenant, and will present it to everyone who has received all of the materials from each session in The Gospel & Oasis 101 class. The very things that are discussed in those sessions are the basic theological convictions of this church. It is imperative that each person who desires to covenant with Oasis knows and understands what we believe and what we expect from one another.

If you do not have all of these materials, and have not had an opportunity to read them, attend the classes, or listen to the audio from the classes, then that is the first step to signing the covenant. It is all part of “counting the cost”, which is an important discipleship principle given to us by Jesus.

Once you have considered all of the material from The Gospel & Oasis 101, and you determine that you would like to consider Oasis your home church, then simply read and fill out and sign the covenant and return it to one of the elders of Oasis.

Why Should I Covenant with a Local Church?
The following is an article from the statement of faith of Christ Fellowship in Kansas City, MO. I think it helps cover many of the common and central questions about church membership, and should provide you with another perspective on this issue.

Why Should I Join a Church?

The title of this introduction raises a good question, doesn't it? Even among those who support the idea of church membership, there are valid reasons to wonder why most churches have established membership roles as well as procedures for welcoming people into membership. 

For example, we cannot overlook the fact that the word "membership" is not used anywhere in the Bible. No matter how hard you look, you will never find a verse or passage in the New Testament that directly commands believers to maintain membership roles or establish membership procedures. Such direct commands are simply never given. And there are no clear examples in the New Testament of written membership lists being kept.

With this in mind, one cannot help but wonder if the whole idea of church membership isn't an unnecessary addition to Scripture—a legalistic tradition added to the simplicity of the Christian life. If church membership is seen as such an addition, it is no wonder that it has become an unpopular idea.

Then, when one introduces into this discussion the individualistic philosophies of Western (particularly American) thought, church membership becomes even more unpopular. In a culture where self-reliance, self-worth, , self-esteem, and , self-fulfillment are considered to be the most desirable personal characteristics, membership in a local church, where mutual submission, accountability, and inter-dependence are the way of life, seems foreign and even counter-productive.

By the very fact that we have written this article, you know that we do value the idea of church membership. Hopefully, you have also become aware of how highly we value the Bible, not merely as the only message for the salvation of mankind and the divine standard for personal holiness, but also as the manual of instruction for the conduct of the church. With this in mind, we hope to answer your question, Why should I join a church? by giving you the following three biblical reasons for doing so. 

Reason #1: Personal Safety

The worst thing that can happen to a Christian is not persecution, physical injury, or death. In many respects, these are the best things that can happen to us. Jesus said that we are blessed when we are "persecuted for righteousness' sake" (Matthew 5:10). Paul decided to "take pleasure in infirmities . . . for Christ's sake . . . For when I am weak, then I am strong" (2 Corinthians 12:10). Jesus said to His followers, "My friends, do not be afraid of those who kill the body, and after that have no more that they can do" (Luke 12:4). This makes perfect sense, because for the believer, "to be absent from the body" is "to be present with the Lord. " None of these earthly threats should hold any sway over us whatsoever.

But there is one thing that should make us tremble, and that is the prospect of being overtaken by sin. Sin is what Christ suffered for on the cross (2 Corinthians 5:21). Sin grieves the Holy Spirit of God (Ephesians 4:30). Sin in the life of a true believer invites the discipline of the Father (Hebrews 12:5-8). And sin, if it characterizes the life of a professing Christian, may indicate that the profession of faith is false (Titus 1:16; 1 John 2:3-4). Even as those whose sins have been forgiven, we must never forget that sin is the one thing that sends people to eternal torment in hell.

As Christians, we are involved in a battle. Our arch-enemy is Satan who "walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour" (1 Peter 5:8). The way in which he devours unwary people is by tempting them to sin—by convincing them that sin is a more rewarding master than Christ. He therefore disguises himself and his agents, and he makes the pleasures of sin appear very appealing to us. And Satan does not just attack us from the front where we can clearly see him coming; he attacks from every side.

How much better it would be, then, to have spiritual eyes in the back of our heads. If we did, we could see "the wiles of the devil" much more clearly. Even alone, we could guard effectively against his schemes. But we don't have such panoramic spiritual vision, do we? In fact, it often seems that we don't even have very good peripheral vision. We need help! And that is precisely the purpose of the church—the fellow Christians to whom we unite ourselves in a relationship of accountability.

That is why we are told to "exhort one another daily . . . lest any of you be hardened through the deceitfulness of sin" (Hebrews 3:13). That is why Paul said to the church at Rome that they, being "full of all goodness, filled with all knowledge," were to "admonish one another" (Romans 15:14). And that is why, in the familiar passage in Hebrews chapter 10, we are told to "consider one another in order to stir up love and good works." These passages all speak of the fellowship of the church as a preventative measure—a means of restraining one another from sin.

Never in the New Testament are Christians told to "tough it out" on their own. On the contrary, for the person who thinks he can do that, in 1 Corinthians chapter 10, Paul gives a number of Old Testament examples of failure—of sin that led to destruction. Then, in verses 11-12, he says that "all these things happened to them as examples, and they were written for our admonition . . . . Therefore let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall. " 

We are not called to live the Christian life apart from the protection of the church. The fellowship of a group of committed believers is vital to our spiritual health and to our endurance in the faith. The church, in the midst of this "crooked and perverse generation, " is just as important for our survival as the ark was to Noah and his family; they simply would not have survived without it. 

This need for the protection of committed brothers and sisters is seen most clearly in the fact that even with it, many Christians fall into sin. In Galatians 6:1, Paul writes, "Brethren, if a man is overtaken in any trespass, you who are spiritual restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness, considering yourself lest you also be tempted. " 

What Paul is describing here is a rescue mission. A soldier is down behind enemy lines having been wounded by enemy gunfire, and those who are able are to carefully, yet courageously rescue him. Paul is not describing a callous and prideful rebuke; he doesn't want us to ridicule the soldier for getting himself shot. In another place he writes, "Yet do not count him as an enemy, but admonish him as a brother. " (2 Thessalonians 3:15). What he tells us to do is gently, cautiously pull this wounded soldier back to safety, watching that we don't get picked-off by the same enemy sniper who shot our brother. In this context, the lone soldier, apart from the protection of his platoon, has no chance of survival. 

Likewise, when a person who maintains that his Christianity is "a private thing" is overcome by sin, he has no one to rescue him through such accountability. He may simply withdraw from the church he has attended, but never joined. If he has not committed himself to a particular body of believers, and they to him, he may weaken and die with no one ever realizing that he was even wounded.

Why should you join a church? Because your spiritual survival depends on it. In those churches where the fellowship always seems positive and upbeat, but no membership procedure is established, there may be a willingness to confront sin in a biblical manner, but there is no authority to take Christian accountability to its final degree when necessary. That kind of authority—the ability to properly and consistently exercise such loving accountability—is the subject of the next section. 

Reason #2: Simple Obedience

We did say that membership is never directly commanded in the New Testament. But while it is never directly commanded, it is most definitely implied and also taught by example. This is most clearly seen in the commands given by Christ and the Apostle Paul regarding the removal of an unrepentant member from the church. In Matthew 18, verses 15-17, Jesus gives the church step-by-step instructions for dealing with a "brother" (a professing Christian) who falls into sin. If that "brother" persists in his sinful behavior even after being confronted privately, the matter is to be told "to the church." Unless there is some kind of established dividing line—some way of knowing who is part of the church and who is not—we have no way of properly obeying Christ's command. 

Further, if the brother still does not repent even after the matter is told to the church, he is to be considered "a heathen and a tax collector" (in other words, a non-Christian). Christ's clear meaning is that such a person is to be cast out of the fellowship of believers (the term "excommunication" is commonly used to describe this church action).

Paul uses even stronger language to describe the removal of an unrepentant "brother" from the church. In 1 Corinthians chapter 5, regarding a professing Christian who was leading a grossly immoral life, he tells that church to "deliver such a one to Satan . . . " (v. 5). He goes on to say that they were "not to keep company with anyone named a brother, who is sexually immoral . . . not even to eat with such a person" (v. 11). Then, in verse 12, Paul makes a very interesting distinction. He writes, "For what have I to do with judging those also who are outside? Do you not judge those who are inside? " What did Paul mean by distinguishing between those who were "outside" and those who were "inside It seems clear that he was referring to some sort of separation between groups. Those who were "inside" must have been a recognized group—a list (even if it was not written down) of the people who comprised that local church. This group must have been bound together by more than just an informal relationship—not just a bond among people who said they were Christians (remember that the man who was cast out was "named a brother"). 

In other words, there must have been some system by which they affirmed one another as Christians—as members of that church. In what other way could these people have obediently followed Paul's instructions in verse 13 when he said, "Therefore 'put away from yourselves the evil person?'"? If a person were never affirmed or accepted as a member of that particular group, there would be no way to obey the command to remove him from that group. 

In what other way could a Christian obey the command given in Hebrews 13:17, "Obey those who rule over you, and be submissive . . . "? How would a particular Christian know whom to obey, if not by committing himself to the leadership and care of a particular elder or group of elders? We certainly would not expect a Christian to follow the instructions or submit to the leadership of any and every person in his city, or state, or nation, who is considered a pastor. Think of the implications of that; think of the utter confusion that would certainly follow. 

How else could a particular elder properly obey Paul's command in Acts chapter 20 when he passionately implored those in Ephesus to "shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own blood"? How would those Ephesian elders have known who in particular was under their care as a shepherd if not for some system of membership? For a moment, put yourself in the position of an elder. How else could you know which people comprise the group that Peter referred to as "those entrusted to you" (1 Peter 5:3)? What other way could you have of knowing those for whom you will be held accountable (cf. Hebrews 13:17)? 

In addition to the commands to discipline and shepherd, believers are commanded to diligently care for one another—to "do good to all, especially to those who are of the household of faith" (Galatians 6:10). "Love one another," Jesus says, "as I have loved you," giving a command for Christians to love other Christians (John 13:34). The writer of Hebrews exhorts Christians to "consider one another in order to stir up love and good works" (Hebrews 10:24). How do we know who these one anothers are? How do we know who belongs to this "household of faith" if not for some system of membership?

The true intent of these commands is to demonstrate to the world that the church, in a given locality, is an intimately unified family—sons and daughters of God who rejoice together, struggle together, learn together, and grow together. These commands for commitment to "one another," to the well-being of "the household of faith," lose much of their emphasis when the church is nothing more than a loosely knit group of professing believers (and even admitted unbelievers in many cases). 

Why should you join a church? Because it is an act of obedience to the commands of Christ and His New Testament Apostles. Where people come and go as they please, never demonstrating any kind of dedication or true commitment to a particular body of brothers and sisters in Christ, the church cannot be in subjection to Christ its Head; Christians cannot fulfill their purpose. 

Reason #3: Christian Purpose

Paul wrote to the church at Philippi, instructing them to "work out your own salvation with fear and trembling . . . " (Philippians 2:12). In using the term "work out," Paul was not telling those Christians to come up with their own plan for salvation (work out your own arrangement). He was also not telling them to work off a debt (like paying off a credit card) after it seemed that they had gotten something for free. Paul's meaning here comes from a single Greek word that is translated by the two English words, "work out." It means, in simple terms, to fulfill your purpose—to accomplish that which you were meant to accomplish. Understanding, then, that every Christian was created by God for a purpose, we must ask ourselves what that purpose is. 

Initially it seems that Christians have several purposes. We are meant to live a righteous and holy life so that God will be glorified (Matthew 5:16; Ephesians 2:10; Titus 3:1, 8, 14). We are commanded to do the work of evangelism (Matthew 9:36-38; 28:18-20; Mark 16:15). We are supposed to seek spiritual growth (2 Peter 3:11-18; Hebrews 5:12-14). We must be teachers and guardians of the truth (1 Timothy 3:15; 1 Peter 3:15; 1 Timothy 6:20). And we are told to care for those in need (Matthew 25:31-46; Galatians 2:10; 6:10; James 1:27). 

These various Christian behaviors and qualities are undeniably commanded in the Bible. But is the core of the Christian purpose really so varied? Should we merely seek balance as we try to be and to do all of these things? Or can our purpose be reduced to a more central idea? 

We believe that the purpose for the Christian and for the church is better understood as a singular purpose—one that promotes balance and stimulates obedience to all these other commands. That singular purpose is love.

Jesus said that the greatest commandment is love—to love God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, and to love your neighbor as yourself. "There is no other commandment greater than these" (Mark 12:30-31). When Paul referred to the commandment to love our neighbor, he concluded by saying, "Love does no harm to a neighbor; therefore, love is the fulfillment of the law" (Romans 13:10). And when Jesus gave His disciples "a new commandment," it was that they should love one another as He loved them (John 13:34-35). 

So it seems to us that our highest purpose—the one that encompasses and encourages all of the others—is the purpose of love. That is our supreme mission. And how are we to accomplish that mission? Are we supposed to be innovative? Should we strike out on our own initiative? Or do we have instructions to guide us in fulfilling our purpose? Have we been given a context in which love will be learned, taught, and lived according to God's design? 

The New Testament speaks of the church as the context where biblical love should be given and experienced in its highest form. And most biblical references to the church are to the local church. When the New Testament writers speak of love, they use language that brings to mind unity among members and reliance upon one another. Nowhere do we find language that would encourage or affirm individuality. 

For example, in Paul's letter to the church at Ephesus he spoke of Christ the Head of the church, "from whom the whole body, joined and knit together by what every joint supplies, according to the effective working by which every part does its share, causes growth of the body for the edifying of itself in love" (Ephesians 4:16). 

Paul also pleaded with the Philippian Christians, saying, ". . . fulfill my joy by being likeminded, having the same love, being of one accord, of one mind" (Philippians 2:2). After instructing the Colossians to "put on tender mercies, kindness, humility, meekness, longsuffering . . . forgiving one another . . . , " he said in conclusion, "But above all these things put on love which is the bond of perfection" (Colossians 3:12-14).

So the love of the New Testament is a "likeminded" love, a love that knits Christians together in fellowship and purpose, a love that bonds us together like the strongest glue. And all of this understanding is further affirmed by the New Testament metaphors used to describe the church—the metaphor of a building with individual Christians being building stones, and that of a body with every Christian being an integral and functioning body part.

When we relate Paul's description of the church as "God's building" (1 Corinthians 3:9) to Peter's description of individual Christians as "living stones" who are "being built up a spiritual house" (1 Peter 2:5), we can easily see the need for a strong glue (or cement if you prefer) to hold this building together. Love, as Paul says, is that perfect bond.

When Paul describes the church as a body in 1 Corinthians chapter 12, he consistently refers to the individual Christians as members of that body (vv. 12, 14, 18, 19, 20, 23, 25, 26, 27). Never does Paul, or any other biblical author describe a Christian as one who functions or exists in isolation from the whole. Paul closes 1 Corinthians chapter 12 by mentioning spiritual gifts given to individuals as the Holy Spirit wills. But then, in his very last sentence he writes, "And yet I show you a more excellent way" (v. 31). The entire next chapter speaks of the perfection of love—a thing that exceeds even faith and hope in greatness (1 Corinthians 13:13). "Without love," Paul writes, "I am nothing" (13:2).

Where the New Testament presents love as "the bond of perfection," and where the consistent metaphors that picture the church describe things which must be bound together in order to exist (a body or a building), love must represent something much greater than personal goodness or the idea of being nice to others. Even if an individual who remains uncommitted to a local church is loving on a personal level, the Bible still informs us that such a person cannot be exercising true Christian love according to its design. This is because Christian love is described as the bond that holds the building or the body (the church) together. 

Why should you join a church? Because by committing yourself in that way you will help to fulfill your purpose as a Christian. It seems pretty obvious from these biblical metaphors of building stones and body parts that the Christian life was not meant to be lived alone. You, as a Christian, were designed and created by God, not for a life of individuality and self-will, but to fill a niche in the spiritual building called the church. And as any police officer will tell you, individual bricks that are left lying around, unattached to a building, are more often used for vandalism and burglary, than for their intended purpose. 

With that in mind, consider the words of Charles Spurgeon regarding the obligation of every Christian to unite with a church in membership:

"I know there are some who say, 'Well, I have given myself to the Lord, but I do not intend to give myself to any church.'"

"Now, why not?"

"Because I can be a Christian without it."

"Are you quite clear about that? You can be as good a Christian by disobedience to your Lord's command as by being obedient? There is a brick. What is it made for? To help build a house. It is of no use for that brick to tell you that it is just as good a brick while it is kicking about on the ground as it would be in the house. It is a good-for-nothing brick. So you rolling-stone Christians, I do not believe that you are answering your purpose. You are living contrary to the life which Christ would have you live, and you are much to blame for the injury you do."

If you desire to be used by Christ in the building of His body the church, then carefully and prayerfully find a local body of believers with whom to unite in membership. There, in the committed relationship of a local church, you can be protected from the deceitfulness of sin. There you can be fully obedient to the Law of Christ, enabling and encouraging others to be obedient as well. And there you can "work out your own salvation" in the manner described in the pages of God's Word.
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