PREPARING PEOPLE FOR CHURCH MEMBERSHIP


The very idea of church membership has fallen on hard times in our day.  It is not unusual for people to be baptized in an evangelical church but not be an actual member of that church.  People will attend a certain church for years and never take up membership in that church, or even be urged to do so by the church leadership.  Not a few evangelical churches today do not even have a defined membership.  Anyone who “comes regularly” is entitled to teach, vote in congregational meetings, and serve in leadership capacities.  In response to looks of wonder by those traditionalists who cannot conceive of a church without a membership, people ask, “Where in the Bible does it ever speak of church membership?”


It is true that the phrase “church membership” is never used in the Bible.  (Neither, for that matter, is the term “trinity” or the phrases “covenant of works” and “covenant of grace” – but the concepts are surely in the Bible!).  In the New Testament, baptism was the mark of church membership.  “Then those who gladly received his word were baptized; and that day about three thousand souls were added to them. And they continued steadfastly in the apostles' doctrine and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in prayers…and the Lord added to the church daily those who were being saved.”  (Acts 2:41,42,47).  When the apostle wrote to “the saints” in a given area, they were writing to a clearly defined (by baptism) body of men, women, children, servants, and masters  (household members of the first century, cf. Eph. 5:22 – 6:9) who constituted the church that was in Ephesus, Colossae, Philippi, etc.  Even as there were clearly defined church leaders to whom submission was to be given, so also there were clearly defined “souls” for whom these leaders must give an account, cf. Heb. 13:7, 17.  One wonders how an excommunication can be announced to “the church” if there is no clearly defined body constituting that church, cf. Matt. 18:17.  


Our present situation with the irregularity of church membership that may become distinct from baptism arose as a result of the proliferation of “Churches”, i.e. denominations during and after the Protestant Reformation.  Prior to the 16th century there was, by and large, one “Christian Church” (although even this “Church” was divided into the Western, i.e. Roman, Church and the Eastern, i.e. Orthodox, Churches).  Baptism defined the members of this Church.  With the advent of Lutheran, Anglican, Reformed, Presbyterian, Baptist, Methodist, Congregational and (later) Brethren, Pentecostal, Nazarene, Assembly of God, etc., etc. Churches (let alone with the multiplied subdivisions of each of these groups!).  Now people may be “baptized a Roman Catholic”, attend Sunday School in a Methodist church, be “confirmed” as an Episcopalian, marry a Presbyterian, move and attend a Charismatic Church, and eventually “come home” to the Orthodox Presbyterian Church!!!   Given this very real situation nearly five centuries after the Reformation we cannot avoid the practical issue of making church membership in a particular communion meaningful.   We must confront the issue head-on and biblically.   


But what biblical paradigm should govern our approach to church membership when church membership, as such, is not even mentioned in the Bible?


I suggest to you that we consider communicant church membership under the category of “vows.”  (Non- communicant membership in the OPC is still defined by baptism).  Religious oaths and vows are part of our religious worship “which are, in their several times and seasons, to be used in an holy and religious manner.”  (WCF, 21:5).   “A vow is of the like nature with a promissory oath, and ought to be made with the like religious care, and to be performed with the like faithfulness.   It is not to be made to any creature, but to God alone: and, that it may be accepted, it is to be made voluntarily, out of faith, and conscience of duty,…whereby we more strictly bind ourselves to necessary duties, or to other things, so far and so long as they may fitly conduce thereunto. (WCF 22:5,6).  The vows for communicant membership in the OPC provide a skeletal frame for preparing people to become church members “in an holy and religious manner.”


While we have an extended “Visitor’s Class” that takes prospective members through the meaning of the Christian faith, the Reformed faith (including the meaning of household baptism), Presbyterianism, and the history of the OPC together with our basic standards for church membership;  in recent years we have moved toward membership preparation that more specifically focuses on the four vows for communicant membership in the OPC  (The entire program is available through the OPC, Franklin Square, c/o my e mail address: shishko.1@opc.org) .

We have found this reasonable, flexible, and generally sufficient to prepare people for their membership interview with the session.  It has also become a means by which unbelieving spouses or regular church visitors have come to faith in Christ as they have been instructed one on one or in a class.


The five classes take prospective members through simple instructional material on the meaning of each of the phrases of the four vows, e.g. What do we mean by the Scriptures of the Old and the New Testaments as the Word of God?   What does it mean to trust for salvation not in yourself but in Jesus Christ alone?   What is the meaning of mortifying your old nature, forsaking the world, and leading a godly life?  What does it mean to submit in the Lord to the government and discipline of a church and to heed its discipline if you should be found delinquent in doctrine or life?   After a basic introduction on the meaning of church membership we cover the first vow, and then give a list of questions for study and discussion in preparation for the next meeting.  Each class has a list of recommended and supplementary readings.  (By the time our meetings are done the prospective member(s) will have read though the Westminster Confession of Faith, CONFESSING CHRIST by Calvin Knox Cummings, a basic Gospel tract, THE COVENANT OF GRACE also by Calvin Knox Cummings, WHAT IS THE REFORMED FAITH?  by John R. DeWitt,  THE PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS OF CALVINISM by Albert N. Martin, BAPTISM by Francis Schaeffer, THE IMPORTANCE OF THE LOCAL CHURCH and BIBLICAL CHURCH DISCIPLINE by Daniel Wray and BIBLICAL CHURCH GOVERNMENT by Kevin Reed together with a sessional paper on the biblical basis for attendance and morning and evening worship.).   


In classes 2 – 5 we have the prospective member(s) discuss the material they have read and studied from the previous class.  The purpose of this is not only so that the prospective member(s) will delve into the elements of the particular vow, but also so that they might grow in their ability to “profess with their mouths” the various implications of calling Christ their Lord and Savior, cf. Rom. 10:9,10.   We also frequently take a extra classes to cover the subject of household baptism and Presbyterian church government on the local, regional, and national levels.  (Remember that baptism is the beginning of the discipleship process envisioned in the “discipline” of the OPC, and one should understand something of the “government” to which he or she will be vowing submission.).  The material is flexible enough to allow such “customizing” of a class or home meetings so that particular areas of necessary emphasis can be made.


If you do not have a standardized program to prepare people for communicant church membership, I would encourage you to consider our approach or something similar that is based on the vows used by the Orthodox Presbyterian Church.  Or, if you have a program that is so lengthy and involved that it takes too long before people can come under oversight and partake of the Lord’s Supper (a pattern that does not seem consistent with that of the New Testament), you might consider a shift to the one proposed above.   In any case, let us not take church membership carelessly!   What a joy to have people added to the Church by the living and reigning Jesus Christ!  And what a joy it is to prepare each of these for meaningful worship and service in the Orthodox Presbyterian Church!
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