Why Join a Church

Membership Matters: Session 3

Pray

Just to let you know, if after this class, you have completed membership matters, please contact the church office if you are interested in an interview, and check the last box on the sign in sheet.  This will help the elders better shepherd you, if you are interested in joining.  

If you are new to Membership Matters- it is a 7 week class giving you an opportunity to learn more about who we are as a church.  By attending you are not obligated to join, but if you would like to join, completing the class is the first step we will ask you to take.  

NOTE:  You can begin attending at any given week and finish on the 7th consecutive Sunday later.  

Plug 9 Marks & Display.  Bottom drawer of the “Big Blue Box” in Michael’s study

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>

I want you to think of four people and their respective attitudes toward church:

· John: follow Jesus but not into “organized religion.”  Rather go for a hike on Sunday

· Leann: church hopper.  Here for a while, there for a while.  Somewhere pretty much every Sunday.

· Natasha: found a great singles group.  Always go there on Sunday night, and shows up at church when the sermon seems like an interesting topic

· Jose: loves the preaching at his church, but tends to slip out right afterward.  Never really thought of joining; what’s the purpose?

What do they all have in common?  They all see themselves as Christians; and they all have a very similar view of how unimportant it is to commit to a local church.  And, I would suggest, they all misunderstand fundamentally what it means to be a Christian.

We’re going to spend the next hour thinking about why Christians should join churches.  Why all Christians belong in churches as committed members.  To do that, let me take you on a brief tour of the book of Ephesians.

Ephesians is great in part because of how it so clearly connects our theology to our practice—in particular our practice as Christians living together in this world.

So to give you a brief summary of the book: Chapter 1 is a beautiful description of our salvation.  [read 1:11-12]  How does this happen?  How do we become chosen for the praise of his glory?  We see the gospel laid out in chapter 2.  [read 2:1-5].  It is by grace that you have been saved.

That’s the theology—now the application.  The first implication that we see comes as we finish chapter 2 and get into chapter 3.  And that is that the dividing wall of hostility that society had imposed between Jews and Gentiles was gone.  [read 2:14-16].  This unity is so profound that he even calls in a mystery in 3:3—hidden for generations but now made known.  [read 3:6].  

Now.  Why did God do this?  Why create unity between people with nothing in common except for Christ?  [Read 3:10].  The church?  This seems an odd place to introduce that most institutional aspect of religion.  But if you think about it, this is what makes the church the church.  The church isn’t fundamentally about instruction, or about singing worship songs on Sunday morning.  It is about a community of people who are different from each other in the world’s eyes—who share only Christ in common—and yet who live together in unity and love and in so doing give praise to God.  Instruction fuels that community.  Praise is the response.  But the core is loving community, for the praise of our God.  

Think back to what Jesus says in John 13, “A new command I give to you, to love one another as I have loved you so you must love one another.  By this all men will know that you are my disciples if you love one another as I have loved you.” 

Not just loving anyone; loving one another
John puts it even more bluntly: “If anyone says, "I love God," yet hates his brother he is a liar.” (4:20)
Love between Christians isn’t just an optional part of the Christian life.  It is necessary.  In fact, it is how God intends to show of his perfect wisdom—when Christians who have nothing in common except for Christ love each other in ways the world would never conceive.  That shows off his perfect plan and the power of the gospel.

Church is messy.  It hurts.  It’s not easy to love people who are different from you.  But that’s the whole point.  That love is different in kind from the world’s love.  As Jesus said in the sermon on the mount: “if you love those who love you, what reward will you get?  Are not even the tax collectors doing that?”

That’s why a small group of people just like you doesn’t accomplish the goal God has set out for the church.  That’s why a singles group isn’t a church.  That’s why attending church but not investing in messy, difficult, God-glorifying relationships with people who have nothing in common with you but Christ fails to show off the gospel life God has created inside of you.  It’s one thing to live a holy life in isolation from everyone else.  But the world won’t particularly be taken with that.  It understands that.  What is different, though—revolutionary in fact—is Christians who love each other.  Who are committed to each other.  Who have difficult conversations and share in each other’s joys and burdens as our church covenant says.  That is the church.  And that is why, if you consider yourself a Christian, you need to be an integral part of one.

The rest of the book of Ephesians plays this out in the most practical terms.  Paul talks about the importance of unity in chapter 4, and how our spiritual gifts are intended to serve that unity of the local body of believers.  He talks about encouraging each other in chapter 5, and then redefines societal relationships—between husband and wife, parents and children, employer and employee—in terms of this supernatural love that we should find in the church.

And the book of Ephesians isn’t the only place where you see this emphasis.  Think, for a minute, of the images the New Testament uses for the church.

A. Sometimes Paul uses the image of building (1 Cor. 3:9, Eph. 2:21, 2 Cor. 6:16)  

B. Sometimes of course the very famous image of a body (Rom. 12:4-5, Heb. 12) 

C. Sometimes the church is a flock (1 Peter 5:2).  

D. Sometimes the image of a family (1 Tim. 3:15. Eph. 1:5).  

But in all these things, we have to ask, “If we are Christians, what should our relationship to the church be?”  Using those images…

· “Where are the bricks?  They are in a building, and if they 
aren’t in the building then they can’t really identify with it.

· If we are members of physical body, then how can we not be attached to it? 

· If we are sheep, we are going to be in a flock. 

· If we are called to be God’s children, we are going to be in his family.  

All the images that are used about being a Christian in the New Testament have this corporate aspect to it.  

I bring all this up because a discussion of church membership is somewhat counter-cultural.  It is unusual today but I’m convinced that we’re in special need of addressing it.  We live in a very consumer-driven culture where we are brought up and cultivated to think that we are consumers to be serviced.  And those ideas often seep into the church.  But that is not what a church is about.  You are to be a provider, not a consumer—one who is actively engaged in the difficult job of loving your brothers and sisters in Christ.  So we, as in the elders, are not here in that sense to tailor the church to meet the needs of the consumer.  We don’t do that.  We will however, look to scripture to see what is there and assume that if we keep doing what is biblical, that all our needs will be met in the church.  

We try and instill in people the attitude of seeing themselves as providers, not just consumers.  

· Practical: attending regularly, on time

· Committing ourselves to each other through the church covenant.

· One incredibly practical way we do this is by encouraging members to pray through the church directory for our brothers and sisters. 

All this is a biblical foundation for the idea of joining a church.  If you get nothing else out of this class, let it be this: if you are a Christian, God’s purpose in saving you was that you might bring glory to him through the life your live in communion with other Christians.  If you do not join yourself with a body of believers in order to live that out, you have failed to live out what the bible says is absolutely fundamental to what it means to be a Christian.  It is not about you or about me, it is about you and me as part of a church community bringing glory to God.  So, that’s my message for this morning.  Let me dive into a bit more detail with five reasons for why Christians should join churches.

5 Reasons to Join a Church

I. First, join a church for non-Christians.  
There's that famous passage in 1 Corinthians 5 where Paul writes to the Corinthian church.   

“It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and of a kind that does not occur even among pagans: A man has his father’s wife.  And you are proud!  Shouldn’t you rather have been filled with grief and have put out of your fellowship the man who did this?  Even though I am not physically present, I am with you in spirit.  And I have already passed judgment on the one who did this, just as if I were present.  When you are assembled in the name of our Lord Jesus and I am with you in spirit, and the power of our Lord Jesus is preset, hand this man over to Satan, so that the sinful nature may be destroyed and his spirit saved on the day of the Lord.” 

1. One of the reasons that we join a church is because it is there to help you understand if you are truly living as a Christian.  

2. I’ll bet you that the man in 1 Corinthian 5 thought of himself as a Christian.   

a. I’ll bet he went to church regularly.  

b. I bet he did all the things a person would do in that community. 

3. And that precisely the reason why Paul had to write and tell them to take action.  Somehow they had to make it clear to him, for his sake, that his life’s actions were that of a non- Christian.

4. That is a loving thing to do.  One reason why you need to join a church is because the Gospel is made clear.  It is defined and made visible by Christians who gather together to form congregations of believers.  

5. One of the most important results is that non Christians will be able to see “Oh- I’m calling myself a Christian, but I'm not really living like one.  Perhaps I’m not a Christian.” Or those who are outside the church can see “Ah… this is what Christians are like.  Not like this.” 

Church membership serves non-Christians: both non-Christians outside the church and those inside the church who are deceived into thinking they are Christians.  I feel too often, church attendees fool themselves about the fellowship they claim to have with God because they have nothing to do with other Christians. 

· I don’t think church membership is essential for salvation, but I do think that as fallen people, we can deceive ourselves.  

· The main thing in scripture that God has set up for us to deal with self deception, is the local church.  

· The church is kind of like an assurance of salvation co-op. It is being in a community of people where we get to know them and we allow them to get to know us.  That’s how we see whether or not we are living out this Christianity we profess with our lips. 

Unfortunately, one way negligent church membership has been encouraged and evidenced itself in America, has been the use of “altar calls.”

· Sadly, I think American churches that have used altar calls have filled their seats with non-Christians, with people who sincerely intend to be Christians.  Perhaps they may have prayed a prayer, any number of times, but they don’t genuinely know Jesus.  They don’t give any signs of really knowing the Lord.  

· That is why Mark and the leadership in this church put an end to them.  If that kind of evangelism can create many false conversions, then they had better end it.  After all “invitationals” weren’t around before the 1800’s.  In the history of the church, it is a fairly new thing.  

· Somehow the great awakening occurred in America without invitationals like that.  

So what do we do?  What is the solution?  We call people to repent and believe.  

· We don’t have to ask people to associate repentance with any physical activity like walking down an isle or an extra biblical sinner’s prayer.   

· We don’t have to associate those things with being a Christian. 

· If you want to become a Christian, do what Jesus said in Mark 1... “repent and believe.”  Repent of your sins and turn to Christ. Believe in him – who he said he is.  

One thing that we as a church should do is make the gospel clear for non- Christians. 

II. Join a church for weaker Christians.  

I am sure we all know people who we think are Christians, but have been badly wounded and have been taught the American Christian consumer mentality.  They take it upon themselves to be their own shepherd, wandering around managing their own spiritual portfolio, alone, for months or even years. 

But all Christians are to be part of a church: where there is baptism and the Lord’s Supper, where the Word of God is rightly preached, where there are people you can respect spiritually.  That is the normal way to be a Christian.  

Now I’m not saying that you can’t be Christian on your own. But I am saying that I’ve seen many sheep wandering outside the fold and in great danger because they have accepted a wrongly selfish idea of what it means to be a Christian.  One of the reasons you should join a church is for weaker Christians.  

A. You should help dry up that market so that it is no longer socially acceptable to call yourself a Christian and not be involved in a local church.  

B. We, as Christians should try and clean up our act on this.  

1. We should tell the sheep “Into the fold, or else stop calling yourself a Christian.”  

2. Unfortunately, the current situation is one where the church is seen as an added option if you happen to like it.  

C. Mark speaks of a conversation with a friend at Cambridge who was a very earnest Christian.  

1. This guy, kept slipping into church just in time to hear the sermon.  And Mark asked him and said, “Well, why don’t you come any earlier?  Why don’t you come for the whole service?” And he said, “Well, I don’t get anything out of it.”

2. Mark said, “So have you every thought of joining the church?” 

3. This was his response…“No not really, why would I do that?”  

4. “Why would I do that?” by which he meant, “What would I get out of it if I did do it.”  Then he used the expression, “If I joined the church and linked arms with them, I’m scared they would just slow me down.”  This was a man was very earnest Christian, involved with a para-church ministry, in evangelism and discipling.  

The church to him just seemed like a needless peripheral thing.  Mark said to him, “Well… did you ever think that maybe if you link arms with these other people, that yeah perhaps they’ll slow you down, but maybe you’ll help to speed them up and that maybe that is part of God’s plan?”  

So maybe God’s plan is not all about you in an individualistic sense, about how can you make sure you witness to 7.2 more people on average each month, and your quiet times get 16 minutes longer over the year, and your individual holiness is in some measure developed.  Although those things aren’t bad, but maybe God is concerned about something larger and grander than that.

It is something that he wants you to be a part of.   Perhaps by you, throwing your lives into other people in a committed fashion, those who may be weaker in the faith, will be strengthened. That is part of what God is about in the church.  I would encourage you to join a church for the sake of weaker Christians.

III. Third.   I would encourage you to join a church for stronger Christians.  

How do you define a “Strong Christian”?  Does it include being a committed member of local church?  Or is it an option?  If you think the latter, I want to challenge you on that.   

B. Go back to that passage I referenced in John 13, “A new command I give to you, to love one another as I have loved you so you must love one another.  By this all men will know that you are my disciples if you love one another as I have loved you.” 

1. It seems like the kind of love that we as Christians should have for each other is a fundamental part of God’s plan for evangelizing the world.

2. Unfortunately, in all of man’s great plans for evangelism we forget the church.  But I think when it works as it should, it’s a tremendous witness for Christ.  “This is how we know what love is, that Jesus Christ laid down his life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers.”  

3. Christian love is not just a general sense of kind disposition toward everybody we run across through the day.  It may include that, but at the heart of it, is something much stronger.  It is a love that is especially focused on other Christians and particularly on other Christians that you are a part of, the same local congregation that you can actually see.  

If you think of yourself as a strong Christian and you get really excited to listen to a worship CD or read a John Piper book, but you can’t be committed to a group a people who are different than you, who the only thing they may have in common with you is Jesus Christ, with all their faults and foibles, then I think you might not have much reason, maybe, to think you are converted.  The more we’ve known about our own sin and known the way God has forgiven us in Christ, then surely that kind of love must find a way out of our hearts to other people, particularly those who are your brothers and sisters in Christ.  By the way, this is why we ask that people join the church before they join a small group.  We want to make sure that the tight relationships that form in a small group don’t substitute for loving and being committed to the entire church—which is almost certainly a good bit more diverse than your small group.  Small groups are great, but they don’t accomplish the full purpose of being part of a church.

The local church is about loving people who have nothing in common with us but Christ.  And that, I think, is the true definition of strength.  It’s being able to continue to love in that way, with a limited group of people who will not always be your favorite people- but with whom you have in common Jesus Christ.  That is the third reason- Join a church for stronger Christians.

IV. Fourth reason.  This is a practical one.  Join a church for church leaders.  

If you are not a member of this church, the elders, deacons and staff may not know your name.  We may not remember it, and we don’t pray for you regularly.  We don’t even know if you are a Christian.  We’ve not heard your testimony.  

A. Members of this church have had Mark and other elders hear their testimonies. Elders have asked them questions about their understanding of the Gospel, and they have committed to pray for them regularly.  Not only by the elders, but many other members of this church.  That’s what we understand it means to be a member of a church.  

B. Certainly we as church leaders cannot function if everybody were just a consumer.  Imagine if no one would commit and people just kept hopping and shopping around saying,  “Well I like this one over here, I like this one over there a little bit more, I like the praise music over here, I like the sermons over there”, well, there wouldn’t be any churches. 

C. The only reason there are churches is because people realize “Ok, no church is perfect.” “I’m going to settle in this place and I’m going to try and prosper here spiritually.  I agree with what they teach, their statement of faith, I agree with the summary on how we should live, the church covenant.  These are things in good conscious I can commit to, I will do this, I will live for Christ with these people.”  

I think that’s the kind of thing that will allow the church leadership to grow up, and to serve you and others as well.

V. Finally join a church for God, that’s the fifth and final reason.  

A. It’s interesting if you look through the book of Acts, it is the Lord who adds people to their number and being added to the Christians number meant being identified as the church.  And who identifies with the church?

B. If you look at chapters 2 and 4, it is fascinating that when Paul, or Saul is on the road to Damascus he has the vision of the risen Christ.  He appears to him and Saul falls to the ground.  Do you remember what Jesus says to him?  He doesn’t say “Saul, Saul, why are going to persecute those Christians”.  He doesn’t even say “Saul, Saul, why are you going to persecute the church.”  He says, “Saul, Saul, why are you going to persecute me.”  Jesus so clearly and closely identifies with the church that he refers to the congregation of Christians as Damascus as “me.” That’s why I think Paul got his image of the church as the body of Christ.  His first Christian conversation I think- had that in it.  In Acts 20, it says that the church is the body of Christ, and that God bought the church with his own blood.  

C. I don’t know all the bits of your life and how you have been brought up to regard the church but in the New Testament I can tell you, the church is regarded as the body of Christ bought with God’s own blood.  This is what God is about.  

D. So many of the things that we understand to be Christian are not simply individualism but are actually virtues that express themselves in relationship with other people.  

Conclusion

To conclude “Why Join a Church?”  1)  Join a church for non-Christians  2) Join a church for weaker Christians  3) Join a church for stronger Christians  4) Join a church for church leaders and lastly  5)  Join a church for God.  Well, there’s a lot more I could say about this.  Because we take this seriously, for those who want to join, we will ask you to sign the Church’s statement of faith and covenant.  That’s how we understand that you share, with us, the same understanding of the Gospel- basically.  By signing the covenant, we then would understand that you share, with us, the desire and understanding of what the Christian life should look like.  We would know that you would commit yourself to live that out.  Together, as a congregation, we will try to be committed to living that out with you as people with whom you necessarily have nothing in common with, except with Christ. 
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