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 Our intention to be the church as revealed in the 
pages of the New Testament is challenged by cultural 
traditions. There are various things we practice that 
emanate from tradition rather than Scripture (e.g., 
extending an invitation at the conclusion of our 
meetings). These are not necessarily wrong or bad (i.e., 
anti-Scriptural), but we must acknowledge they are 
extra-Biblical and, as such, not matters worthy of division 
or contention. 
 Our governance practices are also largely borrowed 
from tradition and the democratic model of our civil 
government and do not enjoy Biblical support. Again, 
this isn’t inherently wrong. But we must acknowledge 
that many of our practices in this regard do not have 
Biblical support, lacking Biblical precedent or example. It 
is to this matter we now turn our attention as we 
consider adopting a model that is more closely aligned 
with that in the Bible. 
 Consideration of the thoughts presented here is 
warranted by the evolution of our culture and society, as 
well as the permeation of a pluralistic philosophy within 
the church. The entitlement mentality of secular society 
has predisposed people to thinking they deserve every 
consideration, regardless their qualification or status. (In 
this context, it would be displayed by people who think 
their attendance at church entitles them to the benefits of 
members, as in voting power, etc.) And the prevalence 
of pluralism in the church has resulted in a deterioration 
of conviction that certain teaching is true and conflicting 
doctrines are wrong. While this malady has always 
challenged the church to some extent, it has become 
more prominent in the contemporary church. Whereas 
people used to hold to strong convictions about Bible 
teaching, which were reinforced at home, in the schools, 
and in the culture, many now accept the blending and 
mixing of ideas, philosophies, doctrines and practices, 
contradictory though they are. The short way to say this 
is that we do not live in a “churched culture” any longer. 
Many people don’t understand the practice (even the 
mechanics) of the so-called “altar call” (a term I resist 
and refuse to use) – the traditional invitation hymn and 
practice of responding at the conclusion of the sermon. 
This present discussion is not about this aspect of our 
traditional worship service, but I think we should critically 
examine this practice at some point. 
 We must be warned, however, that any departure 
from tradition will be resisted. But it behooves us to 
examine the Scriptures and to continually bring 
ourselves and the congregation in line with what is 
taught therein. We will be surprised and pleased with the 
simplicity of the Biblical model. It will be our purpose to 

not only explain the model, but to also demonstrate its 
practicality in our contemporary setting. 
 
THE ORIGIN 

 Perhaps the first thing we should do is examine our 
current practice. Where did the concept or idea of church 
membership originate? If our experience from travels to 
various parts of the world is any indicator, this concept is 
apparently unique to the United States. This may 
emanate from our propensity to organize into specified 
groups, clubs, associations, etc. We have assumed that 
our legal system has something to do with it. 
Specifically, we have adopted a dissolution clause that 
identifies how assets are to be disbursed in the event of 
congregational dissolution. The state is interested only in 
the wishes of the members. We will address this further. 
It is customary – maybe obligatory – to identify the 
matter of membership in organizational by-laws. But this 
again may be based more on tradition than fact. Our 
conclusion is that the concept of church membership is 
merely a practice we have grown up with and accepted 
as necessary. If the by-laws must identify who the 
members are, a simple reference to pertinent Scriptures 
should suffice. 
 
THE BENEFITS 

 The next consideration relates to the benefits of 
church membership. Of what value is it to anyone? We 
acknowledge there is no eternal significance, as if God 
consults our membership rolls when making a 
determination of one’s eternal destiny. But what does it 
mean to men? The only benefit we can identify is the 
privilege of voting in church elections. But that raises 
another question. Where in the Bible did the church vote 
on anything? They cast lots to select Judas’ 
replacement. But is that example parallel or germane to 
this discussion? We think not. 
 
THE PROBLEMS 

 Stated succinctly and directly, the problem with this 
concept lies with the matter of who makes the decision 
whether a person may be a member. We have said that 
we demand no more nor any less for church 
membership than the Lord requires for admission into 
His family, the church. That’s fine and good. But are any 
of us capable of making that determination? None of us 
claims to be in the position of determining whether or not 
a person is truly saved. But we will sit in the seat of 
judgment (usually the preacher, that is) to determine 
whether or not a person has met the qualifications for 



church membership. There is a conflict or a disconnect 
here. 
 Those among us who have never had to wrestle with 
this matter will assert that it is a very simple, 
straightforward matter. All we require is that a person’s 
belief that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God, 
has been demonstrated by his immersion into Christ. 
The problem with that is the fact that any good Baptist, 
along with a conservative Methodist and Pentecostal, 
has complied with these terms. Yet we may not be 
comfortable admitting these into fellowship on the basis 
of other fundamental issues, not the least of which would 
be their contrary views relating to the saving value of 
baptism, church governance, latter day revelation, etc. 
Who among men can know that a person was actually 
baptized into Christ? Only God knows one’s mind and 
motive. Consequently, we have members in our 
churches that were dunked in water for a variety of 
reasons other than for the stated Biblical purpose of 
entering into Christ. Of course, dispensing with a church 
membership roll will not change that unfortunate reality. 
But it will resolve the issue of men having to make a 
determination about their mind and motive at the point of 
baptism as they award or withhold membership status. 
 A gentleman was accepted into membership who 
retains some strange doctrines he adopted when he was 
a member of the Mormon cult. Several of our present 
members have brought with them ideas and doctrines 
from their denominational background. And that is to be 
expected. It would be unreasonable to think that 
everyone would line up precisely with all of our individual 
or collective ideas or convictions. And none of us would 
require such conformity as a prerequisite for fellowship. 
There is not perfect agreement among all the Elders and 
preachers on every point of Bible teaching, so we cannot 
require that of anyone wanting to fellowship with us.  
 In the interest of protecting the flock and maintaining 
doctrinal purity, however, the Elders, along with the 
preachers, must discriminate, evaluate, and make 
determinations regarding admission into official 
membership. This responsibility usually falls to the 
preacher, actually. And there is at least one preacher 
who is growing more uncomfortable with that 
responsibility and with the entire concept of having and 
maintaining a church membership list or roll. 
 Now we must address this concern as it relates to 
church governance, and specifically the matter of 
leadership selection. Giving people who retain 
denominational or ever cultic doctrines and practices the 
opportunity to determine who will serve as Elders is 
problematic. But it could easily be resolved, which we 
hope to demonstrate. 
 The Elders may most easily protect the flock and 
maintain doctrinal purity in regard to the selection of 
leaders by eliminating the process of voting. And that 
would, in turn, eliminate the concern with who is a 
member and who is not, as if anyone enforces the “rule” 
that only members are allowed to vote, anyway. In a 
congregation that neither maintains a membership roll 
nor votes on anything, the Elders may more practically 
and easily provide for the twin concerns of protection 
and purity. This, too, will be explained below. 

THE PROPOSAL 

 It is proposed that we eliminate the extraneous 
structure and status of “church membership” and adopt 
the structure we see outlined in Scripture, in which the 
Elders oversee the Lord’s flock. The structure of 
membership seems to be a means by which man 
confirms what he perceives to have been God’s previous 
determination. That is to say, we have added a layer of 
bureaucracy, if you will, whereby we identify who is and 
who is not “accepted” by God. Maybe we are out of 
bounds on that score, if that is an accurate 
characterization of what church membership is about! 
 
PRACTICAL IMPLEMENTATION 

 Eliminating such a list will change procedures. One 
relates to who we allow to do various tasks in the 
congregation, especially in the area of teaching. It isn’t 
as true in our congregation as in most, but we still 
maintain some restrictions based upon church 
membership. And we have been inconsistent, at that. 
For example, we have allowed a number of non-
members to preach and teach, albeit as a visitor (e.g., 
missionaries, Bible college teachers, revivals, etc.). In 
addition, we have utilized the services and ministries of 
non-members who attend, whether it is serving during 
the Sunday services (e.g., musicians, servers, greeters) 
or in service projects related to the Property Ministry 
Team and the D.A.R.T. So we have displayed a level of 
acceptance and given people a sense of belonging, 
despite the fact that they have never officially “joined” 
our congregation. But using the membership criterion is 
not a reliable measure by which to determine who is 
qualified to teach. There are members whom the Elders 
would not authorize to serve as teachers. Eliminating the 
membership roll will not present an issue in this regard, 
therefore. The Elders already have a level of expectation 
beyond mere membership that must be satisfied before 
one is permitted to teach. With no membership roll the 
Elders would merely approve individuals for teaching 
assignments and make the Education Ministry Team and 
preachers aware of who is authorized. In this way the 
Elders are more able to oversee the flock and provide for 
her protection and purity than in the current procedure. 
 In a congregation with no members and no voting, 
the selection of leaders will not exclude anyone from the 
process of selecting leaders or making other decisions 
affecting the congregation. There will be no list of eligible 
voters that will disenfranchise those not listed. All 
decisions that warrant congregational input will be 
handled the same way. The Elders will inform the 
congregation of their recommendation, providing their 
rationale and explaining pertinent ramifications. After 
adequate education and explanation, anyone wanting to 
express an opinion may offer it during a period of time 
specified by the Elders (e.g., 30-45 days), after which 
time the Elders will announce adoption or abortion. In 
the selection of officers, the Elders will present (verbally 
an in writing) the individual they recommend, along with 
the person’s credentials and the Elders’ reasons for the 
recommendation. Unless someone comes forward with a 
Biblical reason for denying the appointment, the Elders 
will appoint the individual to the office. The same 



process may be used in any other matter of 
congregational concern, including the selection of 
ministry staff personnel and the procuring and 
dispensing of property, thereby eliminating the practice 
of voting altogether. 
 As an aside, and addressing the matter of members 
being disenfranchised or left out of the process, please 
remind yourself how many members have chosen in 
recent years to not avail themselves the opportunity to 
even attend the congregational meeting, much more 
cast a ballot. It is apparent that having a voice in the 
decision making process is not a concern of many 
among our members. 
 Incidentally, all other officers and servants of the 
congregation should be appointed by the Elders. These 
include, but would not necessarily be limited to, the 
treasurer, trustees, etc. There is no need to have 
elections for such posts, any more than we would need 
an election to select a church secretary. All of these are 
non-Biblical posts, and those holding them serve at the 
pleasure of the Elders. When was the last time anyone 
can remember having more than one person from which 
to choose in any of those roles, anyway? It is somewhat 
reminiscent of color selection in the early days of the 
automobile. You could have either black or black. 
 The matter of dissolution is the next concern. As it is, 
the by-laws state that all assets will be disbursed to 
another 501 (C) 3 entity within the context of the 
Restoration Movement. Instead of voting on this, the 
Elders could simply stipulate that all assets be evenly 
distributed among all the missionaries or ministries 
currently receiving regular support. These entities have 
satisfactorily completed the missionary questionnaire, 
indicating our approval of their work. As in a personal 
will, this approach makes the decision in advance, 
leaving no questions about the distribution of assets. 
 An anticipated objection to the proposal is the fear 
that it will open the door to what has been called “The 
good ol’boy system,” in which the door of opportunity is 
open to those only whom the present Elders approve 
and like. The fear is that those who do not fit the mold of 
the present Eldership will be excluded from 
consideration. Should this be the case, the congregation 
has the responsibility to hold their Elders accountable by 
confronting them with the perceived cronyism. But as 
long as everyone has been intent upon honoring the 
Biblical qualifications, no such scenario should ever 
materialize. It is when politics prevail in electing people 
to offices that cronyism is most likely. Since the Elders 
presently have to approve the slate before it goes to the 
congregation, this fear is unwarranted, being just as 
possible now. 
 
THE ADVANTAGES 

 One of the obvious advantages of eliminating a 
membership list is the fact that no one sits or stands in 
the position of excluding anyone. It will leave the door 
open for extended influence and evangelism among 
those who choose to meet with us. While there have 
been some who have chosen to discontinue attending 
due to doctrinal differences (primarily the teaching of 
baptism for the remission of sins), others have 

discontinued to attend because they were denied 
membership status. The extraneous, extra-Biblical 
stratus of membership created an unnecessary obstacle 
to continued opportunity to teach and nurture interested 
individuals because they were disenfranchised. 
 I understand and sympathize with the potential 
criticism that we would be practicing “open membership,” 
which is granting access to those who are not immersed. 
The fact of the matter is that we have admitted into 
membership individuals who have never been immersed 
or who were immersed for reasons other than the 
remission of sins. And a great number of our members 
probably could not effectively present the Bible teaching 
regarding baptism for the remission of sins. So our 
current practice has not prevented the problem. Many of 
our congregations are practicing “open membership” 
without even realizing it. They have asked the obligatory 
questions (“Do you believe Jesus is the Christ and have 
you been baptized?”) and have accepted into 
membership all who answer in the affirmative – and this 
without stipulating immersion (as if that settles the issue, 
anyway), and that it was “for the remission of sins.” 
Many members in our congregations are effectively 
Baptists. 
 The recommended approach is more straightforward 
and streamlined, removing the unnecessary step of the 
five-member committee securing and interviewing 
nominees for offices. For one thing, the majority of those 
on the committee are not among those charged with 
oversight responsibilities. Should those who are not 
qualified to be Elders be charged with formulating the 
slate of officers? Besides, their work is subject to 
Eldership approval anyway, making that entire process 
superfluous and basically meaningless. If the committee 
recommends an unqualified individual, the Elders must 
reject their recommendation. And one person tells us 
that the by-laws stipulate that rejecting an individual is to 
reject the entire slate. That means the committee must 
begin from square one again. This entire process is 
cumbersome, confusing, and completely redundant. 
And, as the most recent process illustrated, potentially 
damaging and embarrassing. 
 A better process would be to allow anyone to suggest 
to the Elders at any time the name of an individual that 
should be considered for the Eldership. After 
interviewing the nominee and affirming his qualifications, 
the Elders would then inform the congregation of their 
desire to bring the candidate along side them in the work 
of Elder. If no objections are raised within a specified 
period, the Elders would appoint the candidate to the 
office. This process is much more personal, streamlined 
and straightforward. It puts the responsibility where it 
belongs, gives everyone in the congregation the 
opportunity to express support or to raise Scriptural 
objections, and is not restricted to a particular month or 
season. The current system allows those only who 
attend the annual meeting to express support or 
disfavor, and that only on a particular day.  


