Do I really need to become a member of the church?
If you have been around the church for virtually any time at all, it is likely you have either uttered those words yourself, or
heard someone say something like it. We have almost unconsciously adopted the “I have a relationship with God, but I
don’t care for organized religion” approach to the church. So, does God really expect us to join a church?
Well, there’s no verse telling us to sign on the dotted line or go through any process for membership. However, if we look
at the Bible’s teaching as a whole, could the picture come into even greater focus? I think so. Here are some key ideas:
Faith is not private. When God delivered Israel from Egypt he did not save Moses alone, or a collection of individuals, but
rather it is manifestly clear throughout the scripture that God save a people, a community. In the New Testament Jesus
redirects us from a focus on Israel to a focus on himself as the New Israel; thus, everyone is united in him rather than in
national Israel. Nevertheless, this does not mean that we retreat into a private faith where a bunch of individuals just
punch their “ticket to heaven.” Jesus is still gathering a united, eternal community. Both the Gospels and the Epistles are
full of references to unity, the body of Christ, church, the people of God, and various metaphors that illustrate this reality,
e.g. buildings, vines and branches, etc. The bottom line is this: when a person comes into relationship with Jesus, at the
same time she comes into relationship with his community, and this is what it means to be saved. We do not come to
Christ, and then after careful consideration decide to become a member of his family. It is a package deal. It is just what
God does, and this is a gift!
An eternal reality has a corresponding reality in time. James says, “Faith without works is dead.” Can we see faith? Can
we reach out and touch it, point to it, identify its shape and texture? Technically, no, we cannot. It is an unseen, spiritual
movement of the human heart, gifted by an eternal God. But James is claiming that if that eternal, unseen reality does
not have a manifestation in time, then it is absurd to claim it is real. The same goes for being a member of the church.
Are you part of God’s family? Show it!
Membership in a local church is the tangible expression of a spiritual reality. It is also true that we are spiritually united to
the body/family of Jesus, and the way to express this is faithfully to love and serve that community in visible ways—ways
that we can see and touch, so to speak. One way the Bible speaks of this visible relationship is through the analogy of
marriage. The church is married to Christ, which, at its heart, is a holy, faithful life that does not have a commitment to
idolatry. It is an “all or nothing commitment” that does not seek to hedge bets. Similarly, marriage between a man and a
woman is a statement that they have given themselves to each other, whereas living together always leaves our options
open. Church membership is a visible expression of an eternal reality—that we are married, committed, and united to the
body of Christ forever. We are not open to other options. It is the only one on the table.

Church membership is not something that restricts us from flourishing, but rather it provides stability so that we can grow
together in faith and love. Membership makes the promise to each other that we will love and unite not only with people
who are like we are, but with anyone God brings into his family. Far from an elite club, the church is a multifaceted
family, and becoming a member is joining a family that, as it grows and lives in the power of the Holy Spirit, can truly
bless the world.

