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Church Membership Romans 12:4-6a

Last week in our second message on what the Bible teaches about the church, we focused
on the Government of the church. We looked at the 4 levels of government in the church.
The owner of the church - Jesus. The rulers of the church - the congregation. The leaders
of the church - elders. And the servants of the church - deacons. Over the next couple of
sermons | want to break down each of those levels of leadership and government and look
deeper into each one of those. Today we are going to start with the congregation, which you
become a part of by committing to membership in a local church. Our current constitution
and proposed constitution both spell out what it means to be a member, and how to become
a member at YIBC. | hope through today’s message as we look at the Scripture, it will be
clear for you how we structured the proposed constitution to reflect a Biblical
understanding of membership.

Unfortunately, church membership is one of those areas where we have to be honest and
say that the Bible is not completely clear on how churches should deal with membership.
You will not find a description of joining the church in the modern sense of membership
anywhere in the Bible. But, what | hope to demonstrate in this sermon is that church
membership is both Biblical and necessary. To do that, | want to use Romans 12:4-6a as the
primary passage to make the Biblical case for church membership. Romans 12:4-6a says,

4 For as in one body we have many members, and the members do not all have the same
function, 5 so we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of
another. 6 Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use them: The
primary Biblical case for church membership is based on the description of the church being
a body. Here in Romans 12, the Holy Spirit through the writer, Paul, is showing us this
description of the church. It is his primary description of the church, and in his use of it we
can see why church membership is nhecessary and what church membership should mean.

The primary reason he uses a picture of the Body for the church is the connection in the
Body. Think about how connected our bodies are. We are not put together like LEGO
blocks. You can’t just pull a piece of our bodies off and put it back on or change the way it
looks. God designed every part of our bodies to work in concert with every other part of our
bodies. Can we live without some parts of our bodies? Sure, we can. For medical reasons,
people receive surgeries every day to remove unhealthy body parts or replace them with
manmade or donor parts. But while those types of procedures are lifesaving and give quality
of life back after illness, they do not provide the same wholeness that comes with a body
that is healthy and complete with all its original body parts. So, you can’t just remove an
arm, remove a leg, replace a hip joint like | had done, or do anything else in our bodies
without some serious negative effects. So what does this mean for how we should be
connected in the church?

The first aspect of connection in being a body that leads to this understanding of
membership is that we need each other. We saw this specifically in our study of
1Corinthians when we were in chapter 12. Now, | don’t want to re-preach that sermon, but |
do want to go back to 1 Corinthians 12:12-18 to see this aspect of being the Body of
Christ. 12 For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the
body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. 13 For in one Spirit we were all
baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were made to drink of one
Spirit. // 14 For the body does not consist of one member but of many. 15 If the foot
should say, “Because | am not a hand, | do not belong to the body,” that would not make it
any less a part of the body. 16 And if the ear should say, “Because | am not an eye, | do not
belong to the body,” that would not make it any less a part of the body. 17 If the whole



body were an eye, where would be the sense of hearing? If the whole body were an ear,
where would be the sense of smell? 18 But as it is, God arranged the members in the body,
each one of them, as he chose. Every part of the church is connected with every other part
of the body in the way that every part of our bodies is connected together. We have already
noted that you can’t remove a part of your physical body and not suffer some consequences
and reduced ability. Every part needs the other part. This is such a serious understanding of
membership, that in the new Constitution we are asking all current members and requiring
future members to sign their agreement to a membership covenant that puts in writing our
commitment to this body. We have always had a church covenant, but never talked about it
much. Now we want to emphasize it as a way to formalize the serious commitment to the
rest of the church that you make as a member of the Body of Christ in the local church. We
need you and you the Body.

This symbiotic relationship of both you needing the Body and the Body of Christ needing
you brings us to the next aspect of connection. The second aspect of connection in being
a body that leads to this understanding of membership is that this is a give and receive
relationship. We participate with each other. It’s not just sitting in a pew receiving. There
are no purely static parts in our bodies. The brain sends messages to the nerves which
stimulate movement in muscles, and cause actions to happen. Those muscles contribute to
signals being sent back to the brain through our 5 senses, which can then send other
signals in response. The Body of Christ is the same. If we really understand what it means
to be the Body of Christ, none of us can ever truly be just a receiver. All of us contribute in
some way in giving to others even if just with our presence in the Body of Christ. Ephesians
5 shows us this participation with other members. Ephesians 5:19-23 says, addressing one
another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the Lord
with your heart, 20 giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father in the name
of our Lord Jesus Christ, 21 submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ. Even in
our singing and fellowship, we are contributing to the teaching and discipling ministries of
the church. It’s why its important to sing. As verse 6 of Romans 12 tells us we each have
gifts. 6 Having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use them. Even
simply loving each other, which 1Corinthians 13 says is a gift everyone can have is you
giving to others in the church in a way we all need. Submitting to one another is truly what
love is. There are times you need to be loved and cared for by the church and your capacity
for loving is severely limited. That’s when the church is here to give to you and meet your
needs. There are other times when your kind words and smile may be just what another
church member needs and that small act of love may give them the encouragement they
need to get through their week. But you can only do this when you are here, which is why
we put a specific period of 6 months non-attendance in the proposed Constitution after
which we will have to at least consider a member for removal.

There are some good reasons why people cannot come regularly to church. Health, distance
and jobs come to mind. It amazes me, though, how some of our members who have the
most difficult journey to get here, and have the most health problems come as faithfully as
they possibly can. They are the reason we keep a livestream in place so they can get a taste
of worship without having to make their health worse, but they want to be here physically
sharing in our worship and fellowship. Others who work nearly every Sunday go out of their
way to take off on Sunday morning as often as possible to be part of the Body, even if their
employers would prefer they not. But there are others who are fully able to be here, but
choose many times to work when they could be off or only come when it is convenient.
Some of them may watch the livestream, but a livestream cannot replace what you miss by
not being present with the body. Dane Ortlund, Pastor and author of the incredible book,



Gentle and Lowly posted on Facebook a while ago this illustration. Staying home to “watch
church’ is like staying home from a friend’s wedding to watch the ceremony virtually. And
keeping your wedding gift with you. Your presence and solidarity and love and hugs and eye
contact and singing are needed. It’s not just about passively receiving something. It’s about
being an embodied part of the celebration. The whole event is diminished by your absence.
And you have a gift to give.

There is another reason way we participate with the Body that makes presence important.
That is participation with Christ himself through Communion. Going back to First Corinthians
again in 1Corinthians 10:16 we read, The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a
participation in the blood of Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a participation in the
body of Christ? There was an entire sermon on this when we went through 1Corinthians,
but it is clear that taking the Lord’s Supper together as a body is not only something we do
with brothers and sister in Christ, but also with Christ himself in a unique way. The Lord’s
Supper is supposed to be celebrated together as a body. | have said it before, but | have
serious reservations about ever asking people to participate who are just watching online.
However, in person, we even offer it to the nursery workers who are serving. | could even
see an Elder offering Communion to a member who is shut in due to health when doing a
home visit with other church members. But the ordinances of the church are not intended to
be practiced privately, but in participation with the Body of Christ.

The connection we have in Christ is so close that it is spoken of as being a Body. And that
truth leads to a third aspect of connection in being a body that leads to this
understanding of membership. It is that we share the same DNA, making us related as
family. Just as all our body parts share the same DNA, we who know Jesus Christ all share
the same “DNA” otherwise know as the Holy Spirit. 1Corinthians 12:13 says, 13 For in one
Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and all were
made to drink of one Spirit. This means that we are family. Other than our salvation this is
the greatest gift that comes with salvation. We are adopted by God the Father and made
part of a new spiritual family. Regarding our salvation, Ephesians 2:19 says, So then you are
no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of
the household of God... One of my favorite theologians, JI Packer says in his book Knowing
God, that we should remind ourselves of this truth everyday by saying. “| am a child of
God... God is my father... Heaven is my home... every day is one day nearer... my Savior is
my brother... every Christian is my brother too.” This new family in Christ is not based on
nationality or human blood, but something so much stronger, the blood of Jesus Christ who
shed his blood for all of us. Ephesians 3:6 This mystery is that the Gentiles are fellow heirs,
members of the same body, and partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the
gospel. Jew, Gentile, Japanese, American, Filipino, Chinese, and every other nation are
included in Christ, and joined together as brothers and sisters in this family of Christ. And
this family is big! We have family all around the world, not just locally. The Bible says that
the body of Christ is united throughout the whole world. Hebrews 13:3 says, Remember
those who are in prison, as though in prison with them, and those who are mistreated, since
you also are in the body. It is good to remember and support Christians being persecuted
around the world, because we are all united in the Body of Christ, although we join with a
specific local group of believers into local churches.

The fourth and final aspect of connection in being a body that leads to this
understanding of membership is that it is significant to join, and painful to leave. Being a
part of this Body is a gift from God himself. Ephesians 2:8 says, 8 For by grace you have
been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God... We are only



a part of the Body of Christ, because of God’s electing us to salvation and calling us to
himself. This is no manmade institution. Colossians 3:15 And let the peace of Christ rule in
your hearts, to which indeed you were called in one body. And be thankful. Given the
significant nature of our salvation which joins us to the invisible church, which is all believers
who have ever followed Jesus Christ by faith, then entrance to the local church should not
be taken lightly either. We have a responsibility to as much as possible make sure that
anyone who joins the local church is a part of the universal church. In other words, ensure
to the best of our ability their salvation. Baptism, which should follow salvation is the basic
step for seeing if a person is being obedient to Jesus Christ, so we require it for
membership. We also want to make sure that a prospective member understands the
requirements of our membership, so the proposed Constitution requires a membership class
in order to cover our doctrinal statement and our membership covenant. If we want people
to truly be an active part of the body, then we need to make sure it is a significant step in
their lives to say they want to be a part of us.

It should also be painful to leave. We don’t want you to just quit attending and be okay with
it, so we do require steps to be taken at least by the 6 month mark of not seeing you to try
and get you to understand that we need you to be a part of us. The Bible requires us to
confront sin, including the sin of not gathering with the church as you are able. We saw that
confrontation in 1 Corinthians with the man committing adultery and a process in Matthew
18 for bringing all types of unrepentant sin issues to the church. We lay out this process in
the Constitution. When it comes to membership, we also recognize in our membership
covenant that the best idea is to join a local church wherever you move to. But there are a
couple of our members who live in other countries temporarily and have asked to keep their
membership here, because it is difficult for them to leave. We have also recognized that
desire in those who are here temporarily in Japan, but don’t want to cut membership ties for
a variety of reasons. We included a category of membership called watch-care membership,
so they could join temporarily without removing their membership in their home church.

| know that this has been a quick overview of what it means to be the Body of Christ. But
what | wanted you to see with this message is the type of connection required by this
understanding of the church as the Body of Christ. There are indications of lists of members
being kept in the early church. For example in 1Timothy 5:9 we are told that there was a list
of widows. That is only possible if there were clear lists of who belonged to the church. But
the strongest case for meaningful and purposeful church membership that goes beyond just
putting your name on a church roll is this picture of the church as a Body. We truly are the
Body of Christ. It should not be about your name on our spreadsheet, but what having your
name there means. You are committing to be the Body of Christ to the brothers and sisters
that make up this local Body, your local church, YIBC. Let’s pray.



