Why Membership?
Is It Really Unbiblical?  

Years ago, a middle-aged lady who had become a regular church attender volunteered to become a Children’s Church teacher.  She attended classes, signed our Church Covenant and doctrinal statement and seemed ready to become fully involved. 

However, I knew that in a former marriage she and her husband had identified as Mormons.  So, before we let her teach, I asked her if she believed the Bible was the only inspired Word of God.  

Her answer revealed the “inconvenient” truth that what she really believed (that Joseph Smith was indeed a prophet) was distinctly different from what she had claimed to believe by signing our doctrinal statement.

How should our church have responded?   What would you do if you were in our shoes?

The situation raised the crucial question of who should be permitted or who was qualified to teach anyone, and especially our most precious possessions, our impressionable children, at Risen King.  And secondly, if not just anyone is allowed to do so, how do we determine who is qualified?  

On another occasion, the church had a business meeting one Sunday night when a first-time guest, a handicapped lady, thinking we were having a Sunday evening service, joined us.  As we opened the meeting for questions and comments, she instantly seized the opportunity to become an advocate for ministry to the handicapped, recommending our church prioritize such ministries.

It wasn’t a bad idea. However, it was obvious to most people present that someone whom no one knew and who had never been to our church had quite suddenly attempted to exert substantial influence on our church’s mission and direction.  

A second question was then raised:  Who has standing in our church body to even suggest, comment, influence, and direct our church’s ministry?  Without some official policy regarding this issue, a cult member, false teacher or a non-believer might literally come in off the street, bring friends with them, and potentially attempt to take over church direction, ministry and eventually, even its assets.  

Stranger things have happened!  

And they began happening even in the first-century church!  

Jude explained that "certain persons had crept in unnoticed "who turn the grace of our God into licentiousness and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ" (Jude 3).  Paul warned Timothy to "instruct certain men not to teach strange doctrines" (I Timothy 1:3); John complained of a Diotrephes who insisted "on being first" and so controlled a church that he disfellowshipped people who received representatives of the apostles and Peter prophesied, "But false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will also be false teachers among you, who will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the Master who bought them" (II Peter 2:1).   These same apostles who authored the New Testament, as a result, established various principles and practices for the local church that were designed to prevent churches from being steered off course.  These are the biblical absolutes which determine who should have authority to teach, lead or influence New Testament churches.  Among these principles and resulting practices, were the following mandates:

1.  Train & test qualified believers who then become qualified spiritual leaders to direct the affairs of the church (Matthew 28:16-20; Acts 6:1-6; Ephesians 4:11-16; I Timothy 3:1-13; Titus 1:5-9; II Timothy 2:1-6; I Peter 5:1-4) 

2.  Be vigilant with regard to false teachers, false teachings and unbelievers who may infiltrate the church and alter the essential teachings of biblical Christian faith.  (Acts 20:28-31; Galatians 1:6-9; II Corinthians 11:3-4; 13-15; II Peter 2; Jude 3-22)

3.  Educate spiritual leaders and church attenders regarding true and accurate biblical Christian doctrine, correcting and sometimes disassociating from those who disagree  (Acts 2:42-23; Ephesians 4:11-13; I Timothy 1:3-7; II Timothy 2:15; Acts 20:28-31; Romans 16:17-18; Titus 1:9; I Timothy 1:3-7, Galatians 1:6-9; II Corinthians 11:3-4, 13-15; Titus 1:9).  

4.  Maintain accountability for church leaders & members regarding authority in the church, sinful behavior, beliefs and behaviors.  (Matthew 5:21-27; 18:15-35; I Corinthians 5:1-13; I Timothy 5:17; I Thessalonians 5:12-13; I Peter 5:1-5; Hebrews 13:17).

These are some of the non-negotiable principles that are to be applied to New Testament church life.
However, just how these principles are to be applied-- the forms,  structures or means by which these objectives are to be accomplished--are not always specifically described in the New Testament and, thus, are apparently left to each church’s discretion.   

At Risen King, official church membership is a means to this end—a culturally and Scripturally-acceptable way of proactively attempting to follow these non-negotiable Scriptural principles and practices in order to maintain doctrinal purity, secure commitment to Christ and His church and to maintain unity, order and Christ-like behavior in the body of Christ.   

Membership is simply how we, at Risen King, attempt to ensure that those who teach, lead and have substantial influence in our congregation are 1.) true believers, 2.) agree with biblical and church doctrine; 3.) are committed to our mission & purposes, 4.) are accountable for their life-styles and 5.) are in submission and in unity with the church’s leaders (i.e., the elders, deacons and teachers).

We encourage you who become part of the Risen King church family to be educated about what the Bible teaches, especially the basics of what our church believes, by attending the Risen King Newcomers (Membership) Class.    

If you’re interested, we invite you to become official members by filling out an application for membership, signing our church covenant and doctrinal statement, and committing to serve in an area of ministry.  After being interviewed briefly by a church elder, your membership can be approved.  The result will be that you’ll have the privilege of voting in church business meetings regarding major choices facing the church, you can serve in church leadership and teach the Bible at Risen King.

If, on the other hand, you’re not interested in official membership, we still consider you a part of our church family!  We’re very happy to have you fellowship with us at church events, and even to serve in any areas not requiring you to exercise leadership or teach in the body.  

So what happened in the two real-life situations that we described at the outset?  Knowing we could not entrust the teaching of our youngest, most impressionable and most precious possessions to a Mormon, we kindly declined her offer.  We did not want our children to potentially learn that “many plain and precious truths” had been left out of the Bible, and that they needed to pursue the false teachings of Joseph Smith in order to be saved.  When she later adopted an unbiblical life-style--living with her boyfriend--she further revealed her lack of commitment to Scripture, was corrected, and left the church.  

Regarding the handicapped lady?  We don’t know.  We never saw her again!  
 
