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“Church leaders across many denominations will find this little book filled with practical ideas and good arguments that will help us cure Christians in our culture today of their allergy to church membership, pastoral authority, life accountability, and any limits to their personal freedom.”

Tim Keller, Senior Pastor, Redeemer Presbyterian Church, New York City 

“Brief, fresh, entertaining, and, above all, biblical. This is the explanation and defense of church membership you’ve been looking for.” 

Mark Dever, Senior Pastor, Capitol Hill Baptist Church, Washington, DC

“Practical. Convicting. Biblically faithful. Leeman reminds us that church membership is not a choice but a demand. The book is punchy and provocative, but at the same time it is permeated with the gospel of grace.” 

Thomas Schreiner, James Buchanan Harrison Professor of New Testament Interpretation, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 
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To the members past and present of the 

Capitol Hill Baptist Church


SERIES PREFACE

The 9Marks series of books is premised on two basic ideas.
First, the local church is far more important to the Christian
life than many Christians today perhaps realize.

Second, local churches grow in life and vitality as they
organize their lives around God’s Word. God speaks. Churches
should listen and follow. It’s that simple. When a church listens
and follows, it begins to look like the One it is following.
It reflects his love and holiness. It displays his glory. A church
will look like him as it listens to him.

So our basic message to churches is, don’t look to the best
business practices or the latest styles; look to God. Start by
listening to God’s Word again.

Out of this overall project comes the 9Marks series of
books. Some target pastors. Some target church members.
Hopefully all will combine careful biblical examination, theological
reflection, cultural consideration, corporate application,
and even a bit of individual exhortation. The best Christian
books are always both theological and practical.

It’s our prayer that God will use this volume and the others
to help prepare his bride, the church, with radiance and
splendor for the day of his coming.


FOREWORD

“It ain’t those parts of the Bible that I can’t understand that bother me,” quipped Mark Twain, “it is the parts that I do understand.” Sadly, Twain’s remark might be said to indict many “Bible-believing” Christians, especially when it comes to biblical passages on the responsibilities of church members. 

Just think of how Western culture affects all of us. Movie star John Wayne is often quoted as saying that he liked God until he got under a roof. Our singers croon, “Don’t fence me in!” and “I did it my way!” And advertisers appeal explicitly to our narcissism: “Have it your way” and “You’re in the driver’s seat.” With all this in the air, it’s easy to want the benefits but not the responsibilities of belonging—to friendships, to marriages, to the workplace, and certainly to the church. 

In part, the images of self-made individuals who pull themselves up by their own bootstraps have made us suspicious of institutions. Also, a regular succession of major public scandals, as well as a politics of resentment, impersonal and ineffective bureaucracy, and broken promises have shaken public confidence in leaders and institutions. Even people raised in churches have been let down, bruised, and abused by those who claimed to be Christ’s shepherds. 

But it’s not just the culture outside the church that is to blame. Much of evangelicalism has been forged in a piety that pits a personal relationship with Jesus against the visible church and its public ministry. In part, that’s because evangelicals have wanted to avoid nominal commitment and formalism, which are good things to avoid. But in the process, we have tended—especially since the nineteenth century’s Second Great Awakening—to criticize formal church offices and the ordinary means of grace in favor of charismatic leaders and extraordinary movements. “Quick and easy” has beaten “tried and tested.” Rapid growth in numbers has counted more than slow growth in grace. Pragmatic results, not formal structures, have been viewed as keys to success. Along the way, many of us were raised with the evangelistic appeal, “I’m not asking you to join a church, but to accept Jesus as your personal Lord and Savior.” 

It’s not surprising that, after successive movements of this kind, “getting saved” would have little to do with joining a church. And now there are even evangelical movements that drop church membership out of the picture entirely. They say to just show up . . . or not. One evangelical leader celebrates the dawn of the “Revolutionaries” who have somehow decided that being the church means not joining a church. Instead, these revolutionaries find their own spiritual resources on the Internet and in informal gatherings. 

Then along comes Jonathan Leeman, not only reminding us of those many passages that we had pushed aside, but also having the audacity to say things like, “Christ does not call us to join a church, but to submit to a church.” The church is not simply another voluntary society, like the Boy Scouts or the Sierra Club. It’s an embassy of Christ’s kingdom. And kings do not offer suggestions, sell products, or provide resources that people can take or leave. 

Leeman finds the ground between lawless individualism and legalistic authoritarianism, and Christians today need desperately to hear him out. He shows us that Christ’s kingship is the only antidote to these extremes. Christ rules us in order to save us and saves us in order to rule us. Unlike the rulers of this age, Jesus doesn’t ask us to shed our blood for his empire; he instead gave his own life for his realm. Then he was raised in glory as the beginning of the new creation, and now he is gathering coheirs into his kingdom who belong to each other because, together, they belong to him. The visible church is where you will find Christ’s kingdom on earth, and to disregard the kingdom is to disregard its King.

Some readers need to be convinced of the biblical requirement—and blessing—of church membership. Others, already convinced, may wonder how the theory becomes practice on the ground in the church’s life. What are the criteria of membership, and how do we negotiate legitimate “judgment calls” in a pastorally sensitive manner? What are the consequences, especially in cases where discipline is called for in doctrine or in life? What are the limits as well as the responsibilities of the officers in exercising their ministerial authority? These are big questions. And the author does not circle in the clouds, but lands on each of these practical issues raised by his scriptural arguments. 

Regardless of whether you end up agreeing in the end, Leeman simply packs too much biblical wisdom into these brief pages for any Christian to easily dismiss. Not being a Baptist, I cannot go along with everything! However, I found myself shouting a hearty “Amen!” to the main arguments for church membership. More importantly, I found myself delighting once again in the marvelous provision of a Good Shepherd who has not only redeemed his sheep but also has figured out how to feed and lead them to the end.

Michael Horton 

  J. Gresham Machen Professor of 

  Systematic Theology and Apologetics

  Westminster Seminary, California


INTRODUCTION

A Bigger Deal Than We Realize

You don’t really want to read a book about church membership. I understand. Maybe someone handed this book to you. Maybe you wonder if it would be a useful resource for others. But honestly, the topic of church membership does not seem terribly interesting. You become a Christian, and you join a church. That’s about it, right?

Sometimes church membership involves programmatic elements, such as classes and an interview. And the topic gets entangled with questions about the Lord’s Supper and baptism. But beyond all this, is there much to discuss?

The first time someone told me that I should join the church I had been attending, I didn’t feel too strongly one way or another. Maybe I was a little averse to the idea? I don’t quite remember. Here’s what I do remember: joining would allow me to move into the church-owned “men’s house” for inexpensive rent in a desirable neighborhood. So I joined. No, I didn’t mention this reason to the pastors who interviewed me. They didn’t ask. 

Still, my take on membership was easy come, easy go. It’s not that important either way. What do you think: is church membership a big deal or not?

There are a few people who say that church membership is necessary, and a few who say that it’s optional. But the majority of Christian folk, I assume, are somewhere in between. They have a vague sense that Christians should be involved with a local church. But they would also say it’s not the most important thing in the world, so we shouldn’t make too big a deal about it. If Christians spend several years hopping from church to church, or if they decide to attend one church indefinitely without joining, that’s okay, too.

If you belong to this majority in the middle, I’m writing this book for you. I’m not writing it primarily for the person who is skeptical of church membership, though, if that’s you, it might prove helpful, too. I’m aiming for the average church goer, church member, and church leader who have been going along with the crowd on this topic. You’re not sure what the big deal is, but fine, you say, let’s do membership. 

It’s you I am after. I want to answer a question that you are not asking but should be asking.

My primary purpose is to show you what church membership is, because it’s not what you think it is. I’m not going to defend it, not directly anyhow. I’m going to present a vision for it. And here’s my prediction: if you grab hold of how the Bible views church membership, it just might change the shape of your Christianity. 

Membership in the Bible is an astounding reality. Aren’t you just a little curious? You’re not even wholly convinced it’s there, are you?


1

WE’VE BEEN APPROACHING IT ALL WRONG

Imperium. I recently discovered this word. It’s not a word you would pull out while chatting with friends over coffee. It sounds socially clumsy, like an overly intelligent thirteen-year-old. But I think it’s a useful word. 

It’s what you get when you turn imperial, a word that you just might hear in coffee-time conversations, into a noun. Imperium means supreme power or absolute dominion, and it gets at the idea of where the buck stops in a society. Who is the authority to which all other authorities must answer? Who can make heads roll, literally speaking, without threat of reprisal, because it’s in the job description? That’s who has imperium. 

Imperium is what Caesar had in Rome, as well as those kings in the medieval days who were always shouting, “Off with their heads!” In modern times, we would say that the state has imperium. There is no higher power than the state. The state is where the buck stops. The state alone has the power over life and death—the power of the sword. 

So if you want to start a business or a school, you need the state’s permission. The same is true for soccer clubs, trade unions, or charity organizations. They exist by permission of the state, and the state regulates them. They don’t regulate the state. They don’t have imperium.

Okay, what about local churches? Do local churches exist by permission of the state? Now that brings us to an interesting topic. In fact, it’s a topic that just might turn our present ideas about the local church and its membership upside down. 

JESUS HAS IMPERIUM

Most people in Western societies lump churches into the same category as soccer clubs or charity organizations. Churches are one more kind of voluntary association, we say. 

Alternatively, we regard churches as a service provider, like a mechanic who services your soul or a gas station that fills up your spiritual tank. 

But are local churches clubs or service providers that exist by permission of the state, one more supplicant who depends on the mercy of the lord of the land?

It’s true that you as an individual Christian should submit to the authority of the state. But remember that the state is God’s “servant” and God’s “agent” for bringing judgment (Rom. 13:4). Yes, the state possesses the “sword,” but it does so only at God’s behest.

It’s also true that churches should abide by the laws of the land when it comes to regulations such as adhering to building codes (if it has a building) or paying any taxes on staff salaries (if it has a paid staff). In that sense, churches are like every other business or organization.

At the same time, there is one thing that should be utterly clear in a Christian’s mind: the local church does not exist by permission of the state. It exists by the express authorization of Jesus. After all, Jesus has imperium, not the state. 

To be a Christian is to know this: Jesus is where the buck ultimately stops. Jesus is the authority to which all other authorities must answer. Jesus will judge the nations and their governments. He is the one with final power over life and death. The state exists by Jesus’s permission, not the other way around. States typically don’t acknowledge this fact, of course. But churches know it’s true (John 19:11; Rev. 1:5; 6:15–17).

All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to Jesus, and he gave his church the authority to march on the nations. His church will therefore advance like an army that cannot be stopped. The boundary lines of the nations won’t stop it. The executive orders of presidents and prime ministers won’t stop it. Not even the gates of hell itself will slow it down.

Jesus has imperium.

WE NEED TO CHANGE OUR THINKING

In case we are tempted to overestimate the authority of the state, the fact of Jesus’s imperium should diminish it. The state is merely one of his agents with a specific mandate. 

But the fact of Jesus’s imperium should have the opposite effect on our view of the local church: it should raise it. The local church is also one of Jesus’s agents, and he gave it an authority that you and I as individual Christians do not have. And this has radical implications for what the local church is and what it means to be a church member. 

If you are a Christian living in a Western democracy, chances are that you need to change the way you think about your church and how you are connected to it. Most likely, you underestimate your church. You belittle it. You misshape it in a way that misshapes your Christianity.

We’ve all been thinking about the local church and its membership as if it’s one thing, when really it’s another. It’s as if we’ve been looking at our immediate families (dad, mom, children) and calling them businesses. And now I’m coming along and saying, “They are not businesses; they are families! We need to start treating them differently.” 

Let me try in this chapter to put the whole vision out there with five big ideas, all building on the universe-sized reality of Jesus’s imperium. Then I’ll spend the rest of the book cleaning up the mess I make here: justifying, elaborating, and applying. 

We’ll start with what a local church is not. If you are a Christian, the local church is not a club. It is not a voluntary organization where membership is optional for you. It is not a friendly group of people who share an interest in religious things and so gather weekly to talk about the divine.

Nor is a church a service provider, where the customer has all authority. It’s ironic that we refer to church “services” (yes, I do this, too). As I already said, it’s as if we are telling people to pull into the church parking lot at 11:00 a.m. and get themselves serviced—“Tune-ups for your soul in sixty minutes!” 

Maybe we acquired this understanding of the local church from the Protestant emphasis on the location of preaching and the ordinances. Maybe we’ve been duped by Western democratic society into viewing churches as voluntary associations. Maybe it’s a century’s worth of practice at being consumers. I’m not sure. But here are some of the symptoms of our wrong thinking: 


  	Christians can think it’s fine to attend a church indefinitely without joining; 

  	Christians think of getting baptized apart from joining; 

  	Christians take the Lord’s Supper without joining;1


  	Christians view the Lord’s Supper as their own private, mystical experience for Christians and not as an activity for church members who are incorporated into body life together; 

  	Christians don’t integrate their Monday-to-Saturday lives with the lives of other saints; 

  	Christians assume they can make a perpetual habit of being absent from the church’s gathering a few Sundays a month or more; 

  	Christians make major life decisions (moving, accepting a promotion, choosing a spouse, etc.) without considering the effects of those decisions on the family of relationships in the church or without consulting the wisdom of the church’s pastors and other members;

  	Christians buy homes or rent apartments with scant regard for how factors such as distance and cost will affect their abilities to serve their church;

  	Christians don’t realize that they are partly responsible for both the spiritual welfare and the physical livelihood of the other members of their church, even members they have not met. When one mourns, one mourns by himself. When one rejoices, one rejoices by herself.



The basic disease behind all of these symptoms, the disease which, I admit, courses through my own veins, is the assumption that we have the authority to conduct our Christian lives on our own. We include the church piece when and where we please. 

That is to say, we treat the local church like a club to join—or not. And this assumption leaves us conducting our Christian lives somewhat aloof from the local church even when we do join one: “Sure, I’m a member, but why in the world would I ask the church to help me think through accepting that job in Albuquerque?” 
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