Is Church Membership Biblical?
Acts 2:42-47

Anyone who has attended this church for any lengthme or watched online knows that our
reqular habit on a Sunday morning is to be workimgugh a book of the bible verse by verse
and chapter by chapter.
There are a number of reasons for that.
First and foremost is that it puts the emphasisunfpreaching on the word of God
rather than the preacher.
Anything that is said from this pulpit is only céle in as much as it is
rightly explaining and applying what God Almightgdisaid.
Secondly, working through books verse by verseduagbter by
chapter compels the preacher to preach the whaoleseb of God.
Speaking for myself, | know | am by nature a febafod weak
man, so if | were picking topics week in and week lovould
likely avoid difficult subjects, | would be inclideto think more
about what people want to hear instead of what lizadsaid.
Working through books helps me fight against avadi
difficult things.

Verse by verse preaching also helps me avoid makysglf and editor of the Bible.
It is very easy when preaching on topics to putbes out of context for the purpose of

supporting an idea.
Some of the best advice | have ever received cameetmany years ago from my

friend and mentor Byron Wheaton.
He said to me, “Mike you have to be a hearer ofitbed of God. You
don’t come to the bible with an idea looking foatidea in the text because
you will try to reshape the bible according to ythinking. Instead, he said,
you must come to the bible as a listener seekirngé&r from the living God
and have His word shape your heart and mind.”
Working through books of the Bible helps to encgeristening
rather than editing.
Those are some of the reasons it is our habit [whgpter by
chapter and verse by verse through the Bible,Hmretare
occasions when we deal with subjects rather thakd0

That is going to be the case over the next few sy@gk are going to be looking at the subject of

church membership.
We are going to do that by asking three questidiist, is church membership biblical?

Second, what is the purpose of church membersAip® third, what is required for
church membership?
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Even though we are looking at a subject rather #mantire book of the bible, we
will still look to a main passage of scripture tosaver each question for all the
same reasons why we normally work through a boalptEr by chapter and verse
by verse.
Now some might be asking why raise the subjechafch membership?
The answer is because over the course of thedaple of years I've
been asked about it a number of times and somegd¢o me to be a
subject worth addressing from the pulpit.
My hope for this short series ot to convince anyone to be a
member of this church.
I'll leave that between you and the LORD. My gisaio
help us all to think biblically about church memddap.

[That brings us to the first question on this sabjds church membership biblical? To answer
this question we are going to go back to the edalys of the church in the book Atts 2:42-

47. These verses describe for us what the first ¢hwas like and how people viewed

belonging to the church. This is the church thas wastored by the apostles. Those men
whom our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ gave authtarilay the theological foundations for

the church throughout every age. Because thatiisseems best to see what we read here as a
pattern to be followed. In these verses we carirsee important lessons about the gathering
of the church that say somethings to us aboutid@ of church membership. Lesson number
one is this...]

Point #1 — The first church was a distinct gatherig of people. (Verses 42-44)
From the description of the meetings that took @laclerusalem following Peter’s
Pentecost sermon it seems very clear that thevieetievere seen by others and saw
themselves as belonging to a particular group.

One of the reasons it is important for us to coesitthis particular text when thinking about
church membership is because some people havesdesirthe idea of membership in the local
church and instead focus on the idea of belonginttpé universal church.
A local church is a regular tangible gathering ebple in an actual place like we are
doing here this morning.
The universal church is made up of every beli¢mughout all of history.
Some would say that the universal church is whegaly important because
all you need to belong to that is to rightly bekaa the Person and work of
Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins aedhbpe of eternal life.
| wholeheartedly agree that faith alone in Chriakes a person a part
of the universal church, where | would disagretha being part of
the universal church makes membership in the icwatch
unimportant.




That is why this text is important to answeringstmorning’s
guestion because here the universal church andahkchurch
are one and the same.
It is wrongheaded to think that the two ideas goeosed
to one another.

Verse 42gives us a description of the believers.
‘They’ here refers to the 3000 people who belietrexigospel in verse 41 and got
baptized and joined the church.
It says here that they ‘devoted themselves’ toestinngs.
The ESV here does a particularly good job of tratnsl the original
language.
Notice the word ‘the’ before each one of the fdungs mentioned
here.
These things are more than just some religioug#iinese
people may or may not participate in.
These are THE things that defined them a®apy
They bound themselves to an essential aspect of
the foundation of the church, the teaching of the
apostles.
We have that in the New Testament.

They committed themselves to ‘'THE fellowship”.
Commentator Richard Longenecker rightly says thaage describes a ‘distinctive
recognizable gathering.’
In other words this is a clearly defined group ebple to which you clearly
belonged or did not belong.
They were devoted taHe breaking of bread’ likely referring to the Lord’s
Table and to ‘the prayers’ likely meaning distimetiChristian prayers.
Luke’s description goes arerses 43-44.
Theyall experienced the awe of the ministry of the apostles
All who believed were ‘together’ that is part of theugy
and they haddll’ things in common.
The only way that description is possible is ifythe
were a recognizable group made up of people who
made a conscious decision to belong to the group.

[Over the years my children have been involvedasdball. Something that has happened a
time or two is that we show up at the diamondswaadre not sure which diamond to go to.
Do you know what we start looking for? The teanfarm, but sometimes the shirts from
different teams look similar. In that case we ldokpeople we recognize. You know who is
on the team because they joined the team and tmg to the practices and games.]



That is the picture the first believers in Jerasabive us.
It is a picture of a recognizable group of peop&dmup of people who made a
decision to belong to the group.
That is what membership in the local church is.
Membership is a formal declaration of belonging aring
committed to a local church for the purpose of grimg in Christ,
loving other Christians, and serving the LORD’s glous purpose of
redeeming a people to Himself who will enjoy Him tine light of
His presence forever.
Now | know full well that we fail to live up to thgicture of the
early church.
| know there are many divisions across denomination
that have created somewhat of a barrier betweelotihaé
church and the universal church, but even that does
diminish the importance of membership in the local
church.

[Being a member of a church does not save you; iexyavhat it is supposed to do is give us
the opportunity to work out the reality of our sation among a group of likeminded believers
which results in a distinct gathering of peopleerdlis a second lesson from the early church...]

Point #2 — The first church was committed to in peson relationships. (Verses 45-47a)
Every believer in the early days of the apostlesisiry believed in a joyful obligation to
be with and care for those that gathered in Jesrse.

We can see their uncommon care for one anotheriheserse 45.
Admittedly the word ‘all’ near the end of the velis somewhat vague.
Is that a reference to anybody and everybody wraiseference to all within the
church.
Without a doubt the bible calls us to be generowaltpeople and meet
needs where we can, but in this case it is liketyniers of the church that
are particularly in view here as they are the cleans of these verses.
If that is the case then it speaks to the earlyebets having a strong
commitment to meet the needs of actual people Wwayp knew
belonged to the church.
Notice here that there is no mention of the apssiteanyone
else commanding the believers to do this.
They are not doing this because of a guilt tripgainst
their will, they are doing this because they have a
genuine desire for the good of their fellow church
members.

The description goes on werse 46-47a.




They went to the temple ‘together’.
It's likely they gathered in the temple because tis the place where they could
fit the most people for the purpose of listeninghte teaching of the Apostles.
The word ‘together’ likely means they were gathgriogether in a
particular part of the temple courts as a distugcgroup.
They also met in smaller groups in the homes ddeltbat belonged
to the church.
They shared food together with ‘glad and genehmasts’.
That is saying something more than they were happy
with the food, it is saying they enjoyed the felkihp
with one another.
Along with their fellowship it says they were
“praising God” meaning worship was part of their
meeting together even in their homes.

The description ends by saying that ‘they’ hadofawill all the people.’
Their uncommon desire to meet with one anothercame for one another is noticed by
the people outside the church.
In these days of the early church the believergweing out the reality of what
Jesus had told His disciplesdohn 13:35where He saysBYy this all men will
know that you are my disciples, if you love onetlaero"
How would that be possible if they did not gattugyether?
How would that be possible if they were not a digive group that
could be recognized?
It is not. They only way this works is if you hapeople that
have clearly committed themselves to being a dattevisible
local church.

[In the first few years of being pastor here it astty common to have people on our
membership list who did not come to church and twd not come for many years. Not
because they were physically unable, but simplyabse they didn’'t want to come. They
treated being a member of the church like havihigrary card. You can have the card but
never have to actually go to the library. Worsantthat some folks viewed it as a ticket to
heaven. As long as they had their name on alst were good.]

That’s not church membership.
That might work at Costco, but it doesn’t worktre kingdom of heaven.
When you belong to a local church it is supposdaeta commitment to the
regular gathering of believers to worship God anetlone another.
Are local churches perfect? Not a chance in thedybut that does
not diminish the importance of participating in theal church.
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To write off the local church is to say that thely{H8pirit is not
at work anywhere amongst any tangible gatheringeoble in
the name of Jesus.
It seems to me to be rather unwise to hold sudbw of
the Spirit’s work in the world.

[Now someone will say, “Yes that is true, but | @imthose things without becoming a
member. | can do all those things by simply atiegd | agree that people can contribute in
many meaningful ways by faithfully attending a attuand never becoming a formal member.
| will further agree that attending regularly is teetter than having your name on a list and
never darkening the door. | also appreciate anghémze with people who may be hesitant
about membership for good reasons and | thinkgbizd to take your time and examine
thoroughly the church you attend before becomingeanber. I'm in for all of that, but none of
that negates the example of the early believersmavclear commitment to a distinct
gathering of fellow believers. The end of versegdints us in that direction because we see
there that...]

Point #3 — The first church kept track of who beloged to the church. (Verse 47b)
It seems clear that early believers could cleadtirtguish between those who belonged
to the church and those who did not.

The second half of verse 47 starts with a defmisitatement that is powerful rebuke to the
pride of any pastor or church leader.
Oh it is possible to gather a group of people togiethrough marketing, charisma, and a
good business plan.
It is possible to be viewed as successful, to vaiteé sell books on church growth,
to rail against the ‘old way’ of doing things invfar of a new kind of Christianity.
It is possible to build a brand, but no man or worhas the power to build
the church of Christ.
No atmosphere, no fine sounding words, no trentearnology can
transform the heart of the wretched sinner intew oreature.
That is God’s work brothers and sisters.
That is why it says what it says here, listéar§e 47b).

Of course the LORD uses means to accomplish thigpbpe.
In the first church He empowered the preachindnefaposties and did miracles through
them, but there is nothing in and of themselvesdbald make this happen.
It is the power of God at work that is buildinggtfirst church.
It is the power of God that is still building Hibwrch and that is why | am
confident that this work will continue until theydaf Christ's coming.
It is amazing that anyone still believes the badat has been under
the assault of godless people for a very long time.
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Why is that the case? Why are we here this mofhiBgcause
the LORD is still building His church.
No preacher, pastor, church leader, or Christiauish
ever think to themselves, “Look at what | have dbne
Instead we should be amazed at what God has done.

Now, we must ask the question how does Luke kratvh#ih“Lord added to their number day
by day”?
Presumably the same way they knew how many peogple added to the church on the
day of Pentecost.
People came expressing their faith in the gospeltih the waters of baptism and
were formerly welcomed into the church.
In other words they kept track of who belongethechurch.
Of course this tells us nothing of the processequirements it simply
tells us that there was some means by which thewkmho wanted to
belong.
This also implies that there is something more wuitiml that
standing among the group in the temple to listethéo
preaching of the word.
In order for people to be ‘added to their numbeople
would have had to hear the preaching of the gospel
without yet being a formal part of the church.
There is something more here than merely
showing up at a gathering once in a while, there is
a clear and conscious choice to belong to the
church and the church knew about it.

[Jesus likens believers on a few occasions to shieefact when he reinstates Peter at the end
of the book of John He commands Peter to care ishkeep. One thing every good shepherd
does is he counts his sheep. He wants to knowrhamy sheep are in the flock.]

The early church did that and so it makes sengaltw their example.
Does that mean you have to be a member for cgreoabout you?
Of course not! Our goal is to care for as mpegple as we can.
Does that mean if you are not a formal membenileatvant you to
go somewhere else?
Not at all! You are most welcome here as muchoaswould
like.
My goal is not at all to make you feel guilty or
unwelcome.
While l/we fail in many ways, we have a heart
desire to serve as many people as possible whether
member or not.



My goal is not to argue about particular reasongplke may have for refraining from
membership.
| have a great deal of empathy and respect forlpawipo have hesitation for a variety of
reasons.
| leave that between you and the LORD.
My goal this morning has simply been to ask thestjae, “Is church
membership biblical?”
| believe this text and many others in the New de&nt point to the
answer being yes it is.
| hope in some small way that all of us would hawdearer
picture of that this morning and also a clearetyp& of the
goodness of membership in the local church.
That we would rightly see thddembership is a formal
declaration of belonging and being committed tocél
church for the purpose of growing in Christ, loving
other Christians, and serving the LORD'’s glorious
purpose of redeeming a people to Himself who will
enjoy Him in the light of His presence forever.




