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We had an issue! It was obvious that if we didn’t do something about it our church family 

would be divided. 

It was such an exciting time for us being a new church. As we talked about Jesus, so many 

people put their trust in him – and people from all kinds of backgrounds.  

I was born a Jew and all around Judea and Jerusalem there were fellow Jews who for the first 

time came to realise that our Old Testament Messiah was in fact Jesus and so they became 

brothers and sisters in faith. We had a rich heritage, being descendants of Israel, and with 

that we brought a deep understanding of the scriptures with traditions that had been part of 

our culture for centuries. 

And then further out, in Samaria and Phoenicia, regions that were far more Gentile in origin 

– they also were hearing about Jesus and believing. We were so thankful for Paul and 

Barnabas, who had gone out on mission and reached both Jews and Gentiles across Asia 

Minor. 

I guess we should have predicted that when people of different cultural backgrounds come 

together there will be things to sort out! After all, Jews and Gentiles had not always got on, 

so becoming the one family was always going to have some hiccups.! 

The issue was about circumcision. You see according to what Moses taught the Israelites, 

those who were the people of God were to be marked by the sign of circumcision – that was 

one way that they stood out from all the other nations. So although I had become Christian, I 

was still circumcised - it is an important part of who I am. Naturally, those with a Jewish 

background who had become Christian were telling people that unless they were circumcised 

then they couldn’t be saved! That was causing problems for the Gentiles who were converting 

– they thought they were becoming Christian not Jewish. 

So we called Paul and Barnabas back and decided to hold a church family meeting - a council 

in Jerusalem. It was great when they arrived. All the apostles and elders were there and the 

whole church welcomed them back eager to hear about all the people who had joined the 

Christian family. 

We got down to business. Some of our number who had been Pharisees and knew the law 

well, suggested that for the Gentiles to be accepted into the church family they had to be 

circumcised and required to obey the law of Moses. We talked a lot about this. 

Eventually we got the Apostle Peter up to try and settle the matter. He was a good choice 

because, back when he was staying with Cornelius in Caesarea, he was one of the first to learn 

that God showed no favouritism and wanted Gentiles also to hear the message of the gospel. 

So Peter told us all ‘We believe it is through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ that we are 

saved, just as the Gentiles are’ – he said, we shouldn’t test God by putting obligations on 
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disciples that just make it harder to live as Christians. Then Paul and Barnabas got up and 

spoke about some of the amazing things that God had done among the Gentiles.  

Then it was my turn. As the brother of Jesus and also a leader in our church I thought it was 

important that we stay united around Jesus and not the law. After all, our prophet Amos had 

long ago foretold that both Jews and Gentiles would bear the name of our Lord. So I suggested 

that we removed circumcision as a requirement when turning to God – although it was 

important for my fellow Jews, it was more important that our church family lived for Jesus 

and circumcision had nothing to do with our salvation.  

I wasn’t throwing out the law, it is still helpful, particularly in highlighting areas of our lives 

that might be displeasing to the Lord. It was widely known that Gentiles, prior to becoming 

Christian engaged in idolatry, sacrifices and sexual immortality and so I suggested that we 

advise our new brothers and sisters to avoid those things. Any believer engaging in those 

practices, irrespective of whether they had a Jewish or Gentile background, would be 

discrediting Jesus. I am sure in years to come, believers all around the world will be challenged 

by lots of different things that will threaten to discredit Jesus! 

Our church family brings together so many people from different walks of life, but most 

important is that we are all one in Jesus. Talking about issues as a church is a great thing to 

do – particularly if it draws us together around Jesus and seeks to care for the other in Christ. 

One of the great things about being a church family is that that we can meet to help one 

another live well for Jesus. 

Inspired by Acts 15:1-21 
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Bible Study: Core in Membership 

Story: 

Once upon a time, there was a native tribe who lived in a hidden area of the Amazon jungle. They had 

a custom which brought all the family groups together for a feast once a year. Each family group would 

bring a container of drink (supposedly from their crops or harvest) as an offering to the ‘fellowship’. 

Each container was poured into a large vat and stirred creating an amazing mixture which symbolically 

demonstrated their unity as a collective tribe. And then to celebrate, they poured a portion for each 

member and they all drank as one. 

One year a miracle happened. When everyone took their drink it was quite simply plain water! 

Why?       Because each family group brought only water, thinking that all the other family groups 

would cover for them. They all offered nothing and as a result their collective experience was a 

failure. 

Reflection/Discussion: 

In what ways, could we as a church relate to this made-up story? 

 

Read 1 Corinthians 12:12-31 

NIV 1 Corinthians 12:12-31  

The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are 

many, they form one body. So it is with Christ. 13 For we were all baptized by one 

Spirit into one body-- whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free-- and we were all given 

the one Spirit to drink. 14 Now the body is not made up of one part but of many. 15 If 

the foot should say, "Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body," it would 

not for that reason cease to be part of the body. 16 And if the ear should say, "Because 

I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body," it would not for that reason cease to 

be part of the body. 17 If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of 

hearing be? If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? 18 

But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he 

wanted them to be. 19 If they were all one part, where would the body be? 20 As it is, 

there are many parts, but one body. 21 The eye cannot say to the hand, "I don't need 

you!" And the head cannot say to the feet, "I don't need you!" 22 On the contrary, 

those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, 23 and the parts 

that we think are less honourable we treat with special honour. And the parts that 

are unpresentable are treated with special modesty, 24 while our presentable parts 

need no special treatment. But God has combined the members of the body and has 

given greater honour to the parts that lacked it, 25 so that there should be no division 

in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each other. 26 If one part 

suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honoured, every part rejoices with it. 
27 Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it. 28 And in the 

church God has appointed first of all apostles, second prophets, third teachers, then 

workers of miracles, also those having gifts of healing, those able to help others, 

those with gifts of administration, and those speaking in different kinds of tongues. 
29 Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? 30 Do all 

have gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all interpret? 31 But eagerly desire 

the greater gifts. And now I will show you the most excellent way. 
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1. The Apostle Paul paints a picture for the Corinthian church of what it should mean to be 

members of the body of Christ. Is he talking about the worldwide church or the local church? 

 

 

2. Who is it that determines the ‘parts’ of the body? What is not permissible for those ‘parts’? 

How is that expressed in our church? 

 

 

3. Why does he make a distinction between parts that are unpresentable and those which are 

presentable? What is his point? What is his purpose? 

 

 

4. In verses 27-31 the one body with its many parts is described and there are many different 

appointed parts. Is this meant to be an exhaustive list? (C.f. Rom 12:4-8; Eph 4:11-13). What 

is the point of having people appointed to different roles in church? 

 

 

5. 1 Corinthians 12 does not explicitly state this fact (as Colossians 1:18 does), but the context 

implicitly suggests it – who is the head of this body? How is that significant? 

Implication/s 

6. In what ways is this passage counter-cultural to the society we live in? 

 

 

7. What would be an ‘un-body’ like response to this passage? 

 

8. In what ways does this passage favourably describe our church? 

 

9.  Does this passage challenge you in your attitude/activity/ministry at church? How? 

Spend some time praying 

  



The Essential Christian  

Chapter 7 – Core in Membership 

Chapter 7 - Core in Membership 5 of 11 Ken D Noakes 

 

Membership 

In the world that we live in, ‘Membership’ is a fairly common idea. We have memberships to libraries, 

sports clubs, magazines or journals, road service organisations, schools, clubs, gyms, churches and 

much more. 

We pay, to secure some benefit - be it the ability to borrow books, or to secure good seats to watch 

the cricket or football, or to receive the magazine that interests us, or guarantee help if the car breaks 

down, or help for the school to give our children better education, or a vote in the club that we belong, 

or cheaper entry to be able to use exercise equipment. You get the drift. 

 

In many ways, the benefits of ‘membership’ in our secular world mirrors ‘membership’ in a church – 

but not completely – there is a difference.  

Secular membership is almost entirely for personal benefit and whilst there is personal benefit for 

those who are members of a church, that is not the driving motivation for church membership.  

Church membership should be about loving and serving God, and his people, before ourselves. 

What is Church? 

Let’s talk about Church. This essential Christian principle is about being core in 

membership in a church community. Before thinking about what it means to be 

committed to a church, we need to understand what Church is! 

 

Very simply, Church is an assembly of God’s people. 

It is a place where there is a distinction between God’s chosen people and those who reject God.  

The word for ‘church’ in our English bibles is a translation of the Greek word ekklesia (evkklhsi,a). It 

literarily means ‘to call’ (kaleo) ‘out’ (ek). In other words, ‘church’ is a body of people who are ‘called 

out by God’ to join together as his people – the followers of his son. 

It is a family. It is a place where ‘worship’ is exercised. It is a place where the people of God, serve him 

and others before themselves. 

If you have been Christian for some length of time, then the church is your spiritual family – a place 

where those in Christ belong. And if you are new in your Christian walk, then church is a gathering of 

adopted brothers and sisters who God has given to walk alongside you in faith. 

Whilst it should be a place where the stranger is welcomed and addressed, it should never be a place 

where the person of the world has greater influence than the person of God. When Christians gather, 

they gather in what should be a safe place and one where they are spurred on in their Christian life 

and witness. It should be inevitable that what a Church family offers is distinctly different to what the 

world offers. 

Universal Church 

When you became a Christian, your membership in the church took both a universal and a local shape 

– a wide and narrow view if you like. 
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The Church universal is the worldwide body of believers who meet in various locations and times 

around the world and throughout history who all profess faith in Jesus as Lord.  

Brothers and sisters around the world who are fleeing from persecution, those who are on the mission 

field, those who meet as Christians around your country, and those that meet in the churches in 

suburbs around your city - are all members with you of the universal church – because we all have the 

same Lord and Saviour in Jesus. 

Jesus speaks of the universal church. When he said to the disciple Peter in Matthew 16:18, ‘I will build 

my church’ he probably did not have in mind a specific local church on the corner of King David street 

and Goliath Avenue in Jerusalem! What he meant was that he would build together all those in the 

years to come, who would be his followers, the members of his body – his universal church. 

The Apostle Paul addresses the universal church in Colossae when he says he ‘suffers for the sake of 

Christ’s body, which is the church’ (Colossians 1:24) and then to Timothy when he speaks of ‘God’s 

household, which is the church’ (1 Timothy 3:15). 

Scripture testifies to the importance of being part of the universal church where we stand shoulder to 

shoulder with others in faith – even though we may not speak the same language, be from the same 

culture, have the same lifestyles, live in the same kinds of material circumstance, or even live in the 

same era of history. 

Whenever I spend time with Christians of other cultures or languages, I recognise a beautiful reality – 

I have more in common with these brothers and sisters in faith than I do with many who don’t yet 

know Jesus even when they live in my own suburb or city! 

Local Church 

But scripture also testifies to the ‘Local church’. 

The Church local is your immediate church fellowship – the group of Christians with whom you share 

life with, face to face, week in and out. Those brothers and sisters who know you by name, who pray 

specifically for you, who help carry your burdens, who celebrate your successes and mourn your 

losses, and who help you to love and know God better and to serve him and others as you work to 

grow God’s kingdom. 

Paul addresses the local church in 1 and 2 Corinthians (’to the church of God in Corinth’), and in 

Ephesians (‘to the saints in Ephesus’), 1 & 2 Thessalonians (’to the church of the Thessalonians’), 

Philippians (‘to all the saints in Christ Jesus at Philippi’). In Colossians he sends a greeting to ‘Nympha 

and the church in her house’ (Col 4:15). There is a very particular local church which he has in mind. 

As you meet each week with a body of believers, you express your membership in a local church.  

Both/And 

As Christians, it is important to recognise you belong to both the universal and local church. Why? 

For one, quite obviously, there are many more Christians in the world than would be able to meet in 

your particular church space – but there is a time coming when all Christians will gather around the 
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throne of Christ in eternity and worship as the full universal church. It is a wonderful blessing to 

recognise our place alongside so many others in Christ. 

Yet, it also matters that we meet together as a specific local church, on a regular basis to serve God 

and others. Christians cannot gather as the universal church to hear the Bible taught and proclaimed, 

to baptise new believers, to sing songs of praise, to take the Lord’s Supper together, to reach out to 

the community they come out from, to serve one another, to hold one another accountable, to 

physically care for, to urge one another on towards love and good deeds. 

Meeting in local churches is important for the life and well-being of all Christians. 

Draw Near to God and to Others 

Hebrews is helpful. In Chapter 10 the author writes to Christians who were losing confidence – some 

were persecuted, some were leaving the faith to avoid suffering, and others were abandoning Christ 

because they wanted to fit in with the world around them. His advice? – draw near to God and draw 

near to others! 

 ‘Since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us draw near to God 

with a sincere heart and with the full assurance that faith brings, having our 

hearts sprinkled to cleanse us from a guilty conscience and having our bodies 

washed with pure water. Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for 

he who promised is faithful.’          (Hebrews 10:21-23) 

It is because of Jesus that the church even exists. He is the High Priest who by blood made it possible 

for sinners to be brought to God. The image here is of a washing – those sprinkled to be cleansed and 

those washed with pure water – they are the ones able to draw near to God in full assurance of faith. 

They are Christians. They are the church. They are the ones who live by faith. 

That is not all. Alongside faith, there is also hope. Hebrews calls Christians to draw near to God and to 

do that by holding unswervingly to the hope they have in Jesus. There is a straight road, don’t ere to 

the left or the right, just look straight and go. By its very definition, hope stands before us, not behind 

– so press on in hope.  

Christians should draw near to God in faith by pressing on with hope because of Jesus. 

And there is more! 

‘And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good 

deeds,  not giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but 

encouraging one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching.’

               (Hebrew 10:24-25) 

Hebrews offers three tips here which help the Christian draw near to others.  

First, spur one another on. Any horse rider would know how to spur on a horse. Gently, but firmly you 

spur them to move by giving them a nudge in the ribs with your heel. The aim here is never to harm 

the horse, but to urge them forward for your mutual benefit. So it is in a church family – never with 
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the aim to cause harm, you spur others on towards love a good deeds. The result should be mutually 

beneficial. 

Second, meet together. It is very difficult to spur others on if you are not there! Evidently that was a 

problem for the recipients of this letter. Habitually they missed opportunities to meet with one 

another and so the challenge is to instead make it a habit to meet together. I used to have a Bible 

Study Leader who would turn on his answering machine an hour before Bible Study – and the message 

was ‘Let us not give up meeting together as some are in the habit of doing!’ 

Third, encourage one another. There is an end in view, it is the day that Jesus returns. It is a day when 

that which is wrong is made right, that which is tiresome will be lifted away, and that which is perfect 

will be experienced fully - but that day is not yet. As the tired athlete runs his race, so the Christian 

runs the race of faith. And as that athlete is buoyed when the crowd cheers for them, so is the Christian 

when their brothers and sisters encourage them along. 

One of the benefits of being in a church family is that you can be a very real encouragement to others, 

and hopefully that is reciprocated. 

 

In just a few verses Hebrews has offered the Christian a way to persevere – and it is not alone. Draw 

near to God, draw near to others. That is a Win, Win, Win! 

Let’s apply this to our church membership.  

Universal Church Only – a vertical relationship. 

From time to time, I will hear a believer say that they don’t have to be a member of particular local 

church – because they are ‘in Christ’.  

At a universal level that is true. They can enjoy time with the Lord alone, and pray quietly to him. 

A few years ago, I was at a church and each Sunday a lady would join us. She would arrive in the middle 

of the first song, sit always in the same pew (off to the side), put her Bible on her lap and read or listen, 

then half way through the final song she would up and leave. It took me a few months to get a 

conversation out of her. Her response: ‘I come here to worship God and him alone.’ 

The risk of only focusing on the universal church is that you divorce yourself from serving the local 

church. The expression of your faith is only a vertical relationship. There is no accountability, no 

fellowship, no commitment to others. That is a very selfish expression of faith. 

But probably more alarmingly, it is an attitude which rejects God’s call to love others. 

Being a member of God’s universal church comes with it the requirement to be (as much as possible) 

a member of God’s local church – to serve God and serve others. Christians do that by spurring others 

on, meeting together, and making it your job to encourage others. 

That said, there are very valid reasons why people may not be able to make it each week to a local 

church –  they could be sick, in aged care, interstate, away with work, on holidays, on mission, away 

on active service. 
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Avoid the trap of only attending church when there is nothing better on. Reject the idea of replacing 

church with one-off social, leisure or sporting activities. Don’t be a believer who sits in the pews and 

offers your occasional attendance. Invest yourself in the life of your church family because God has 

given you gifts and talents to use in some way – if they are not used for serving among your family 

then the Christian family will be weaker for it. For God’s sake, for our sake, and for your own sake - 

consider how to be core in membership.  

Local Church only – the horizontal relationship 

Okay, we have looked at the danger of thinking that church is only a place where you do business with 

God – as if church membership is thinking only about the vertical relationship between you and God. 

Let’s consider the opposite danger. 

There are times when a believer says that they are only committed to their local church. If Christians 

focus only on their local church then they run the risk of losing connection to the wider body and so 

becoming isolated and insular. The emphasis here is very horizontal. 

Yes, there are times when the universal church, represented by Christians we don’t even know, do 

things that are embarrassing and it would be good to say it is just them and not us. Be that as it may, 

the Bible calls the ‘church’ to do many things some of which involve specialisation (e.g. care for the 

widows, homeless, vulnerable, children, refugees etc.) but that is the church collective not just the 

church individual. 

It is possible that God could have chosen to do all his work through each individual if he wanted to, 

but for some reason he has decided that it is best to give different gifts to different individuals who 

belong to different churches and then through them, care for his world. 

The universal church has the capacity to serve in more specific yet still important areas than what the 

local church may be able to do. In the country that I live there are terrific Christian organisations who 

do the specific work of reaching and caring for others – the Church Missionary Society, Bush Church 

Aid, City Bible Forum, Compassion Sponsorship, Scripture Union, Australian Fellowship of Evangelical 

Students and of course the denominations and theological colleges to which our local churches are 

affiliated with. All are examples of the universal church in action. 

These ministries are made up of Christians who by and large come from the local church. And our local 

church is made up of Christians who have often come through these Christian organisations. This 

partnership should not be one or the other. It is good of a Christian to find a way to be supportively 

involved at a universal level alongside their local involvement.  

Core in Membership 

So, what does it look like to be core in membership? 

Allow me to paint two contrasting pictures which will hopefully draw out the benefit of being core in 

gospel membership. 
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Picture 1 – The Me-First Church! 

This is the church full of people who put the gospel secondary. A church with people who were there 

first and foremost for themselves. A church of people who did a lot of watching but were involved 

only a little. A place where people gave lip service but not active service to the gospel. A place where 

people turned up when they didn’t have something else they preferred (sport, work, social, weekends 

away etc.). A place that was more about social connection than a commitment to the gospel. A place 

where people were more of a passenger than a driver – expecting a service. A place where helpful 

(and sometimes hard things) couldn’t be said to spur one another on. A place where accountability 

was only an ideal. It would be a confusing place because it would not be clear what it meant to be 

Christian as being Christian was not obvious in the deeds of its ‘members’. A place where people were 

acquaintances because they weren’t there regularly enough to make friends. 

The Me-First Church is not the church that the New Testament paints as the model church. 

Picture 2 – the Love-God-then-Others Church 

This is a church full of people who put the gospel first. A church where members ask; ‘What does the 

gospel ask of me?’ A church where people grasp hold of each other in responsibility and love. A church 

where repentance was valued, belief was honoured and obedience encouraged. A church that 

reflected a confidence in the blood of Jesus. A church where each week what was taught and sung 

and read and prayed was intentional and taken seriously. A church where people served for the sake 

of others and even at their own expense. It would be a place where someone could be taught, 

rebuked, corrected and encouraged without offense or indignation. It would be a place where there 

was loving accountability. A place where people were spurring others on toward love and good deeds. 

A place where people protected their time to ensure they met together. A place where there was 

ownership and intentionality. It would be a place where friendships mattered.  

The Love-God-then-Others Church is the church that the New Testament paints as the model church. 

It is also the church that sounds far more attractive and worthwhile. 

Being core in gospel membership is about loving God and loving others before ourselves. Being core 

in gospel membership is about putting the gospel first. 

Getting Practical with Membership 

Here are ten practical suggestions (which seem obvious), yet may help you express your membership 

in Church. 

1. (During the week before) Read the Bible Passage which will be preached. Remember to take your 

Bible/Bible App with you to church. 

2. Plan to be there and plan to be there before the start time! If it takes you fifteen minutes to travel 

to church, then give yourself twenty-five minutes. 

3. (If you drive) park furthest away – not miles away, but park where it will allow others to have more 

convenient parks. 
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4. If it the custom of your church, wear a name tag/label (yes, I know is can be dorky, but it sure helps 

people relate more easily). 

5. When you arrive, look for someone you don’t know and paying no attention to race, age, colour, 

sexual orientation or appearance, sit with them.  

6. Avoid sitting at the ends of row seat/pew as it blocks off the rest of the row. 

7. Pray – for church, for the people who will sit nearby, for the preacher, for what will be preached, 

and for opportunities to talk about Jesus. 

8.  Fill in a Comment/Welcome Card – as a core member of church, it will help those who are new or 

unsure to feel better about filling in a card. 

9. Sing with joy, listen with interest, think with discernment, speak with grace. 

10. Plan to stay and chat after – or kick on for lunch or dinner, and use the opportunity at some point 

to talk about what you heard at church. 

 

Christians should find a local church and be committed to that body of believers – with their time, 

energy, money, service, presence and skill. And Christians should find a universal church ministry and 

be committed to it – in prayer, service, support, money, involvement and concern. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Action Reflection 

1. What about your thinking and your behaviour should be changed as a result of this 

‘essential’ Christian quality? 

 

2. What is a step you can take to make that change this week?  

 

Pray about it. 


