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Christianity has been displaced as the dominant religion of the West.  Fewer people are 

becoming Christians, and the churches are emptying and closing down.  A common reaction 

to this trend is one of overreaction where the Church is being pronounced outdated and an 

irrelevant organization.  It is being claimed that Church as we know it is antiquated and we 

need to change or die.  We are being told that what has been happening for the last 2000 

years is now suddenly ineffective and we need a radical overhaul.  Spirituality is in but 

church is out, community is in but organizations are out, Jesus is trending but Christians are 

not.  This has given rise to the popularity of churchless Christianity.  Church without 

buildings, church as the meeting of a group of Christians, Christians without leaders and 

followers, meetings without structure, meeting without repetition, Christians getting 

together without preaching, the Lord Supper, prayer, singing, or bible reading.  And this we 

are told is having Jesus without the church. 

 

One of my favourite authors is Kevin De Young and he has a name for this fad, 

decorpulation.  Decapitation is the removal of the head from the body, decorpulation is the 

separation of the body of Christ, the Church, from the head of the Church, Christ.  Another 

striking image he uses is the one where a person has friend but doesn’t want anything to do 

with his friends wife, openly criticising her and rolling his eyes every time she speaks.  

‘Some people think that Jesus wants friends like that.’  Those who reject His bride but still 

want Him.  This attitude towards the church is receiving confirmation in various books that 

are being written, with titles such as ‘Quitting Church;’ ‘They like Jesus but not the Church,’ 

‘Out of the ooze, Unlikely love letters to the church beyond the pew,’ etc.  There are even 

terms legitimizing this group such as ‘disenfranchised Christians,’ ‘the dechurched,’ 

‘unChristians,’ etc.   

 

There are several legitimate criticisms that are made by this church escaping group, the 

church has failed in many ways.  For example we have become sidetracked in our mission; 

we are hypocrites at times; we can be loveless; we can become institutionalized and many 

other sins.  However, this does not mean that we throw out the baby with the bathwater.  

The church is not a manmade institution to be exchanged for a more innovative idea like the 

latest technology, no it is God’s institution.  Our authority for what we are and what we do is 

not sought from our critics but comes from the word of God.  Church is not an optional extra 

on your personal spiritual journey but the community you are called to walk with.  It is not 

the place of possible blessing but the appointed place of blessing.   

 



Today we are beginning a series on being a member of MRBC.  We do not have membership 

classes yet, as we have not had regular applications for membership.  Lately we have had 

several requests and we are taking this opportunity to educate those seeking membership 

and encourage and remind those who are already members.  Today I would like to speak to 

this question: Why every Christian should be a member of a local church.  I am aware that 

membership is a despised teaching in NZ, and suspected by many as being unbiblical.  I 

believe that this is due to a reducing of the fundamentals to those things that relate to 

salvation and the secondary though important teachings that relate to the church and its 

practices are marginalised.  We see things like baptism, the means of grace, church 

discipline and the officers of the church have been minimized.  I also think that we have 

become childish in the way we read the bible, we have fallen into a proof texting mentality 

wanting something to be spelled out in simplistic terms and cannot see things that are 

necessarily inferred in the text.  We have lost the skill that our fathers in the faith had to 

derive doctrine from scripture, for example, there is no single text that uses the word Trinity 

or spells out both the threeness in person and oneness in essence that our creeds and 

confessions state.  This is not because the bible does not teach these things and we have 

made them up, no it is a case of us becoming childish and superficial in our treatment of the 

bible.   

 

I hope to show that the bible teaches, or assumes that every Christian will be formally 

identified with a specific manifestation of Christ’s Church in accountability, in service for 

witness and in submission.  I hope to disabuse us of the individualistic influence on our 

thinking that views true spirituality as a personal journey of discovery but growing as a part 

of an interdependent family.  My prayer is that once we have seen what God’s desire for us 

as a church is that your mind will be renewed from the world’s consumeristic, self-oriented, 

pseudo versions of the church and you will be staggered at the radical counter-cultural 

community we are supposed to be.  My prayer is that we will begin to fulfil what Christ said 

when he spoke to His disciples saying, ‘by this the world will know that you are my disciples 

by your love for one another.’  If you have a high view of evangelism you should have a 

high view of the church.   

It is not our goal to sell our brand, to promote our organization, or pretend that we are 

perfect and have it all together but to be what God made us to be so that as Paul puts it in 

Ephesians 3:10, ‘so that through the church the manifold wisdom of God might now be 

made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places.’  God displays His 

perfection through the church.  God is best glorified when we are what He intended us to 

be.  Do you want to glorify God?  He intended that we do that through being the church.  If 

you have a high view of worship you should have a high view of the church. 

 

Let us begin with some of the word pictures that the bible uses to portray what the church 

is and its implications for our being committed to a local church.  Firstly, the bible speaks 

about the church as the body of Christ.  In all of these word pictures unity in diversity is 

pictured, Christ as the Lord of the church, and the implications for our dwelling together.  

Every human body has a head, Christ is the head of the Church.  Every human body is made 

up of different parts yet coheres in a single organism, and so it is with the Church.  We have 

various people with different gifts making up the different parts of a single body.  Paul 



expresses these ideas at length in 1 Corinthians 12.  I would like to draw out two 

implications.  Firstly, if you are a body part and you refuse to join yourself to the body but 

dwell on your own, does this benefit or maim the body?  If you keep yourself from the body 

of Christ you are being a bad steward who is depriving the body of God’s gift through you to 

the body.  Dismembered body parts may be the stuff of horror movies but it is not God’s 

intention for His body.  Floating body parts detached from the body of Christ are not the 

intention.   

Secondly, I would like to emphasize how the bible speaks about how we grow.  Generally 

we grow personally by the Spirit through the word renewing our minds.  This takes place in 

the context of the body, Eph. 4:11-12.  However we are also shown that the body grows as 

a whole as each part makes a contribution through the gifts that have been given to each 

individual.  Eph. 4:15-16, ‘Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every 

way into him who is the head, into Christ, 16 from whom the whole body, joined and held 

together by every joint with which it is equipped, when each part is working properly, makes 

the body grow so that it builds itself up in love.’  If a Christian does not join the church but 

sits at home listening to mp3 sermons, getting their fellowship through chatrooms and 

personal friendships in the week.  In what way are they being the channel of God’s blessing 

to the body by which it grows?  Interdependence not independence is the nature of how we 

grow through the church.   

 

Let me share a controversial picture with you on this point, the notion of a parasite.  There 

is the living organism and there is the parasite that lives off it.  Let me ask you, as a 

Christian and your relationship to the church are you part of the organism or are you are a 

parasite?  Let me be clear that I am not accusing those who may not be formal members 

but do make contributions to the life of this body that they are parasites.  Not by any 

means, in their case they merely need to formalise their commitment.  But think about your 

attitude to church, are you a consumer who takes but does not commit and give?  One of 

our sister churches, Gracenet in Wellington had a sermon archive on their website.  There 

were some people who attended no church, listened to Mike’s sermons on-line and sent 

money to the church through the internet.  Mike took all the sermons off-line for about two 

years in reaction to this because Christians are not parasites but part of the organism; and a 

Christianity that takes without participating in the life of the church is not biblical.  In this 

example Mike rightly saw that one’s money is not a suitable substitute for personal 

involvement.   

 

Secondly, the bible describes the church as God’s flock Acts 20:28, 1 Peter 5:2.  Once again 

we see a word picture suited to portray the lordship of Christ as the Great Shepherd of the 

sheep; our diversity and unity, many sheep in one flock; as well as implications for our 

obligations in a local church setting.  If we read 1 Peter 5:2, ‘shepherd the flock of God that 

is among you, exercising oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly, as God would have 

you; not for shameful gain, but eagerly.’  And Acts 20:28, ‘Pay careful attention to 

yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care for 

the church of God, which he obtained with his own blood.’  We can see that God has 

appointed elders as undershepherds to have care over specific sections of the flock.  I am 

not an elder in any of the surrounding churches but only in Marchwiel.   



One of the responsibilities of every Christian is to submit to their elders, we see this 

commanded in Hebrews 13:17, ‘Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping 

watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let them do this with joy 

and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you.’  And, 1 Thess. 5:12-13, 

‘We ask you, brothers, to respect those who labor among you and are over you in the Lord 

and admonish you, 13 and to esteem them very highly in love because of their work. Be at 

peace among yourselves.’  There are many Christians who like to sample lots of churches, or 

who see themselves as independent units who don’t need to be part of a local church.  The 

question that I like to put them is this one.  So who are your elders, who is watching over 

your soul, who are you accountable to?   

 

God has given the gift of leadership to churches, it is not an oppressive invention of man but 

a God delegated authority.  The elders are those who are gifted by God to lead the church, 

legislate the bible’s commands in things that pertain to worship and the church, not every 

area of life; and who have been given authority to let people into the church through 

baptism and who lead discipline proceedings when people are removed from the 

membership of a local church.  Every Christian is to be under this umbrella, this protection, 

this gift, and those who are not defined members of a local church are not obeying God or 

accepting His gifts in this area.  Membership is the formal, public acceptance of this situation 

where you bring yourself under the guidance and authority of godly elders.   

 

Let me stress that an elders authority is restricted to things that pertain to worship and the 

church and do not extend to every area of your life.  Submission to the elders means 

accepting their guidance in how true worship is done, how baptism is done, how the Lord’s 

Supper should be observed, etc.  An elder’s authority is declarative in that we declare what 

God’s word says and implement that.  Anything an elder says should be self-evident in the 

word, and if it is there obey it, but if not disregard it.  The elder has helped you obey God 

not himself.  The elder facilitates obedience to God at pains to make sure that God’s people 

see the word as the grounds for what they must do and the grounds for any authority they 

have.  They do not enforce obedience against conscience, or make obedience a case of 

obeying them personally in matters of opinion or conscience.  The elder cannot say ‘because 

I said so, and you just need to obey me.’  He has to demonstrate that the word says so and 

insist that a Christians obedience is rendered to God not to man.  It is a sad situation when 

we see Christians in a church with elders going unshepherded because elders are not 

fulfilling their duties, but it is worse when a person refuses to recognise their need for this 

gift of God altogether and refuse to commit themselves to a local church. 

 

Added to this we need to stress that Christ has appointed that His grace to the church come 

through the officers of the church.  In Ephesians 4 we are told that Christ has given gifts to 

His church, 4:7, ‘But grace was given to each one of us according to the measure of Christ's 

gift.’  These gifts came in surprising packages, in the form of officers and people who have 

authority and official functions, v11, ‘And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the 

evangelists, the shepherds and teachers.’  These officials in the church benefit the church 

through their delegated roles and teaching, v12-14, ‘to equip the saints for the work of 

ministry, for building up the body of Christ, 13 until we all attain to the unity of the faith and 



of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of 

the fullness of Christ, 14 so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the 

waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in 

deceitful schemes.’  And deriving benefit from these teaching ministries we mature and are 

equipped to serve each other and the whole church grows, v15-16, ‘Rather, speaking the 

truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ, 16 from 

whom the whole body, joined and held together by every joint with which it is equipped, 

when each part is working properly, makes the body grow so that it builds itself up in love.’  

Those who are cut off from the local church are cut off from the usual channels of God’s 

blessing through the office bearers to the church.   

 

We in the west have an aversion to authority but the Trinity is defined by authority, Father, 

Son and Spirit are equal yet the Son is eternally in submission to the Father.  This is part of 

the glory and wonder of the Trinity.  God has organised His church along these same lines 

of authority.  Though equal in grace we have been given different roles and gifts, and some 

have been given a stewardship of leadership.  All these gifts are God’s lavish fullness poured 

out upon the church, and those Christians who are cut off from them are the poorer for it.  

 

Another picture of the church is the temple.  1 Peter 2:5, ‘you yourselves like living stones 

are being built up as a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices 

acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.’  Christ is the cornerstone, the apostles and 

prophets are the foundation and the church is built up as the temple.  Once again we have a 

picture of Christ’s lordship as the cornerstone, our diversity and unity and many living stones 

in one building and implications for being the local church.  We are all individual stones in a 

building.  We have different shapes and sizes but God is seeking to collectively use us to 

build a place where He is worshipped.  He is building a worshipping community not merely 

worshipping individuals.   

 

The last picture I would like us to consider is that the church is the household/family of God.  

We are all under one Father but have unity in our diversity and responsibilities towards one 

another that cannot be fulfilled if we live apart and do not walk and maintain the unity of 

the Spirit that has been wrought between us.   

 

I have spent most of our time looking at the word pictures of the NT but there are others 

reasons beside which the NT gives us as to why every Christian should be committed to a 

local body of believers.  We have not mentioned the impossibility of church discipline 

without membership, we have not mentioned the impossibility of responsible decision 

making without membership, we have not explored how our love community not our 

individual walks is crucial to our witness, we have not explored how our commitment to 

each other is the only basis for fulfilling the various financial obligations upon the church.  I 

suspect that many here agree that Christians should be part of  and committed to a church 

but cannot see the official act of receiving into membership in the bible.  Here is what I 

would say to you. 

 



There is no biblical warrant for weddings in the bible, there is no warrant for ordination 

ceremonies in the bible.  However, common sense teaches us that when we make an 

important commitment, it needs to be public, with witnesses and with verbal affirmations.  

When we formalise a marriage we do it in public, with witnesses and with verbal pledges.  A 

commitment as significant as marriage should not be hidden away, in private and without 

verbal expression.  The commitment that one makes to a local church is not something 

fleeting or light.  God commands you to join a group of Christians in order to be vulnerable 

and confess your sins and hear their confessions.  In order to bear one another’s burdens in 

confidential prayer, weeping with those who weep and rejoicing with those who rejoice.  

You are being asked to join a group of people and to enter in as a financial partner to long 

term commitments on the mission field, supporting the ministry, maintaining buildings and 

other financial obligations that need stability.  You may be called to minister to the children 

of the congregation, and all are to live out their example of following Christ before them.  

Some with teaching gifts will come and minister long term in the church.  Should we not 

care that the person has not committed themselves, should we expose ourselves on every 

side to people with no or low levels of commitment and let them into our homes, our hearts, 

giving them access to our children and to teach us.  No relationship can last that is not built 

on commitment, and the bible lays out several things that every Christian should be willing 

to commit to in service to Him, each and the world.  Membership is the public, verbal and 

witnesses action of doing what God calls us to do.  Celebrating it, and thereby exalting the 

importance of our commitment in such a way to its proper place.   

 

Membership begins with conversion and then joining a local church.     

 

                              


