Heb.13:7-17 - Bound Together: The Necessity of Church Membership

Today, we are going to start a new little series on a few aspects of our church life together.
These are really practical church life things that haven’t been talked about too much, like
church membership, who should come to the Lord’s Supper, and why do we do profession
of faith.

The reason | have selected these three topics is that we have been discussing them in our
elders’ meetings, as we reviewed the goals from the Renewal Lab that happened a few
years back. You might remember last year around this time | did little series on the three
points of our church’s mission statement, on intentionally connecting with Christ, each
other, and our neighbours. This little series, in a way, carries on that same discussion about
our church and her mission.

We will begin with church membership. And to do so, | will look at this passage from
Hebrews 13:7-17.

Hebrews is likely one of the last books to be written in the New Testament. It deals with the
issue of those who have believed in Jesus, and joined the New Covenant church
community, but after facing persecution would like to go back to their old covenant way of
life. Here, at the end of the book, after showing how Jesus already fulfilled the Old
Covenant, the author gives a picture of the purpose of the church, and what members of it
are required to do. Thus giving us a picture of church membership.

Let’s hear from Hebrews 13:7-17.

”Remember your leaders, who spoke the word of God to you. Consider the outcome of
their way of life and imitate their faith. 8 Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and
forever.

°Do not be carried away by all kinds of strange teachings. It is good for our hearts to be
strengthened by grace, not by eating ceremonial foods, which is of no benefit to those who
do so. ""We have an altar from which those who minister at the tabernacle have no right to
eat.

""The high priest carries the blood of animals into the Most Holy Place as a sin offering, but
the bodies are burned outside the camp. '?And so Jesus also suffered outside the city

gate to make the people holy through his own blood. "*Let us, then, go to him outside the
camp, bearing the disgrace he bore. "For here we do not have an enduring city, but we are
looking for the city thatis to come.



5Through Jesus, therefore, let us continually offer to God a sacrifice of praise—the fruit of
lips that openly profess his name. " And do not forget to do good and to share with
others, for with such sacrifices God is pleased.

7Have confidence in your leaders and submit to their authority, because they keep watch
over you as those who must give an account. Do this so that their work will be a joy, not a
burden, for that would be of no benefit to you.

This is the Word of the Lord.
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Membership of any kind is increasingly becoming a foreign thing in our culture today. Our
culture is one of FOMO, that is, the fear of missing out. As soon as you sign up for one thing,
you are immediately not signing up for everything else. After all, how do you know that
something else better isn’t on the horizon!?

Further than membership, our culture is also not keen on being tied down. Rates of
marriage are plummeting. In the 80’s 80% of adults were married, today, only around 60%.’

It didn’t used to be this way. People in other eras loved being members of different
societies or clubs. Membership in anything brings stability, order, accountability, and
discipline. Membership brings privileges, but also responsibilities. These are good things,
and things that are growingly neglected in our world, especially since the 1960’s.2
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I recently looked at a graph of dropping levels of church membership in the US. Those who
are born in the 1940’s had the highest rate of membership with 57%, whereas those born in
the 90’s had the lowest with 26%.*

In my past church, this de-emphasis on membership was evident. | had to ask over five
times to officially become a member. The last time | asked, they simply said my name was
added to the list, no class, no formal announcement, no elder district list. This was
because, most people, even in the church, simply don’t care that much about church
membership. They often think it is an unnecessary barrier to belonging. This kind of de-

"There is very interesting data on this from the CRC affiliated group Cardus,
https://www.cardus.ca/research/the-canadian-marriage-map/

2The now classic text on this is Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of the American
Community. (Simon & Schuster, 2000). Putnam tracks the rapid decline of bowling leagues as an indicator of
decreased communality. See especially, Ch.4, “Religious Participation.”

3The best guy on religion stats is Ryan Burge, his Substack “Graphs About Religion” is great. This data comes
from a recent post, “The Growing Gap in Church Membership,” accessed Apr.2/26.



emphasis on church membership simply reflects the culture we live in, and | will content
thatitis not good.

Church membership is a countercultural thing.

At one time, the hippies were at the forefront of the counterculture. They tried to remove
anything that looked like membership as they felt it was a barrier to authenticity and
freedom. These people then became those in charge, and so things like membership and
accountability were ignored. This had huge effects on society, including the church. On the
one side, we see the mega-churches, who ignore church membership entirely. When
you’re one in 2000, you’re basically anonymous. On the other hand, we see the mainline
churches, who remove all accountability.

This as a huge problem.

This is a huge problem because the kinds of things that define our discipleship in the
church require membership in order to function well. While being a member of a bowling
league might be a good thing, being a member of a church is necessary for you to be
obedient to God’s call on your life. Church membership then is unlike any other kind of
membership.
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In the Great Commission Jesus says, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given
to me. ®Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 2and teaching them to obey everything | have
commanded you.” (Mt.28:18-20). We don’t stop at baptizing, but “teaching them to obey
everything [Jesus] commanded...”

That is what the church is there for, that is what discipleship looks like, baptizing people
into membership of God’s church, and then applying God’s Word to his people. This is the
mission of the church. We can go in confidence to new people because “all authority in
heaven and on earth” has been given to Jesus, but that isn’t simply making new converts,
but in making disciples who are growing in their faith.
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Church membership is a key tool in doing this. Membership is a covenantal relationship
between a believer and their church for the purpose of their discipleship. In church
membership a believer is able to profess their faith publicly, have it affirmed by the church,
and then also be held accountable to that profession so they can participate in the life of
Christ’s church.



The church is not simply a social club, though the relationships built here are essential. The
Church is not a political institution, or at least it isn’t according to the ways of this world.
Jesus clearly said his “Kingdom is not of this world” (Jn.18:36). Our passage says, “here we
do not have an enduring city, but we are looking for the city that is to come.”

As one author puts it, every church is an “embassy of the kingdom of God,”* proclaiming
Christ’s rightful rule, and making people citizens of heaven. This is what church
membership is all about, openly being a citizen of heaven while we wait for Jesus to return.
The church is not something you can just join and forget about. The church is not an
optional aspect of life, it is necessary to be faithful to what God calls us to in this life.

They are the kinds of things we see in our passage for this morning. We see in this passage
some of what God desires of his church. | will point out three things that are especially
prominent.
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First, the whole passage is defined by submission to church leaders (this is one way we
know this is one section). The passage starts by saying, “Remember your leaders...,” and
finishes by saying, “have confidence in your leaders and submit to their authority...”
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The church is first defined by submission to Christ, as the only natural head. Notice, the
call to remember our leaders is supported by the phrase, “Jesus Christis the same
yesterday and today and forever.” The authority that the leaders have in the church comes
from their primary task, which Hebrews says, “who spoke the word of God to you.”

This is why in our churches we appoint leaders. These are our elders, who we recognize
have a gift from God to help lead his church according to his Word. These are also pastors,
like myself, who we call to teach us God’s Word, and to assist the elders in their duties.

This leadership, and the due submission to it from the members, creates unity and
harmony in the church. Submitting to the leaders called by God through the churchis a
mark of the same humility needed to accept Christ’s salvation to begin with. Eph.4:2-3
says, “Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in

love. *Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace.”

The author of Hebrews demonstrates how to preach the Word in his letter, which is a long
sermon, and he calls all future leaders to follow in his footsteps. If the Lord, who spoke

4 Jonathan Leeman, Political Church: The Local Assembly as Embassy of Christ’s Rule (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 2016), 79.



through him in the text we read today, does not change, then we can be sure that as we
follow this word in our lives through the ministry of preaching, we will be on the only sure
ground there is, God himself.

This does not mean there will not be issues in the leadership of the church, of course there
will, the author is not blind to this. He says the leaders of the church “must give an
account.” Their lives and speech are to be imitated, this is not small thing.
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They are to be especially careful that they do not lead the church “away by all kinds of
strange teachings.” As | mentioned in the intro, in the era of this letter, the issue was going
back to the Old Covenant. The author says, “it is good for our hearts to be strengthened by
grace, not by eating ceremonial foods...” Going back to the Old Covenant is a denial of the
grace they received in Christ. This is the ‘strange teaching’ that does not belong in the
church.

More than this, he says, “we have an altar from which those who minister at the tabernacle
have noright to eat.” That is, those leaders in the church, be they Rabbis or not, are not
permitted to come to the Lord’s Supper. The ‘altar’ here is the Lord’s Table. While itis not a
re-sacrifice of Christ as the Roman church contents, it is a “sacrifice of praise.” If you didn’t
know, the word ‘eucharist’ is Greek for giving thanks, that is our response for the gift of
coming to God’s table, and in that sense the table is an altar. But, if we deny this grace
through “strange teaching” then we deny our place at God’s table.
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Let me ask you this, how can you submit to your leaders if you don’t have any? That is, if
you are not a member of a church, who are you submitting to? We are clearly called to
submit to our leaders so that we can hear the “word of God,” for “our hearts to be
strengthened by grace,” where we have an “altar... [to] continually offer God a sacrifice of
praise.”
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The second aspect of church membership that is mentioned is giving “a sacrifice of praise.”

More specifically, he says, “Let us continually offer a sacrifice of praise—the fruit of lips
that openly proclaim his name.” That there is an “us” means that this sacrifice of praise is
something we are to do together.

This sacrifice was foreshadowed in the Old Testament thanksgiving offering. Leviticus 7
mentions this offering, not one to remove sin, but one to give thanks to God for his



salvation. Interestingly, it was often a bread offering, clearly pointing forward to our
“eucharist,” or thanksgiving offering.
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This is a sacrifice for more reasons than simply having it be an offering to God. Itis a
sacrifice because it costs us something. We are called to “openly profess his name.”

The reason why people were removing themselves from the church was because they were
being persecuted or disgraced by those who did not believe Jesus was the Christ. Hebrews
gives a pointed illustration. He says, that just as the High Priest brought out the sacrificial
goat in the day of Atonement, so too was Jesus taken out of the city gate. He did this to bear
our guilt and shame. We are called to follow him, “bearing the disgrace he bore.”

Simply professing our faith in Jesus can be hard for some people. True, we are not all
evangelists, and yet we are all called to profess our faith in Christ. We must all be ready to
give a reason for the hope that is within us, as Peter says (1Pet.3:15). It can be a sacrifice to
do this, as we feel like we are giving up our dignity. But we should remember that we are not
“not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God that brings salvation to
everyone who believes...” (Rom.1:16).

Our church services provide a place where we can deliberately come and profess Christ
together. Where we can do so with the help of those around us, and where we can be
trained to do so outside the Sunday service in our workplaces and lives.

Another example of praise being a sacrifice could be in praising God through hard times.
Where we feel we are owed some kind of grievance for suffering, but instead we offer
thanksgiving. This would be in line with what | was talking about in my last sermon on
James a couple weeks ago.

We participate together in the Lord’s Supper, an offering of praise. We also offer our singing
to God, and we proclaim his name by reading his Word, and declaring his gospel every
week. A couple chapters earlier, Hebrews says, “let us consider how we may spur one
another on toward love and good deeds, 2° not giving up meeting together, as some are in
the habit of doing, but encouraging one another...”

We cannot make this sacrifice of praise alone. We definitely cannot celebrate the Lord’s
Supper on our own. We cannot be held accountable to make the sacrificial thanksgiving to
God on our own.
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Membership is a tangible way that we can keep each other accountable to the call that God
has made on our lives. We are called to gather together for the sacrifice of praise, and this
brings us to our last point.
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The third aspect of church membership is the call to “do good and share with others...”

The full callis to “not forget to do good and to share with others, for with such sacrifices
God is pleased.”

God has given us each gifts that we are responsible to use for the good of each other. It is
our duty to do so, and church membership gives that opportunity. We must continually ask
ourselves, what has God blessed me with to bless others with? If we do not do this, we will
have a constant sense of unfulfillment in our lives. True good is in service of one another.

This is something that we should be intentional about, thinking of meaningful ways that we
can serve each other. Our membership is a covenantal bond with each other, where we can
show God'’s love to those around us. It should be our first duty to serve each other.
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The possibilities are endless as to how this can be done. Are you an encourager? Then
make a concerted effort to build up those around you. Are you a behind the scenes worker?
There are so many people here that could use your help with different ministries. Are you a
leader? Make sure when the call to be an elder comes, you treat it as God’s call on your life,
and not something that you just need to see if you can make time for it. Are you good at
organizing? Please come into my office and show me how to do it, because I’m hopeless!
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Without membership in a church, our service to God is simply an abstract thing, that has
no accountability or commitment. With membership, our service is brought meaning,
building God’s kingdom. Again, this sharing of gifts is a sacrifice, it should feel like we are
offering something.

Remember, “here we do not have an enduring city, but we are looking for the city that is to
come.” In our church membership we make visible the citizenship that is in heaven on
earth. Our citizen ship in heaven is a gift of grace, and membership in a local churchis a
visible expression of that.

We can do this tangibly here today as we call leaders who apply the authority of Christ by
his Word to us, calling us to hear the gospel, and offer our sacrifice of praise. We can do
this by making that sacrifice of praise ourselves, worshipping together despite what the



world things, and then taking that praise to our lives. Last, we can serve God as we serve
one another with the gifts that he has given us.

If church membership is something that you have neglected, or maybe have never really
thought about. Maybe you are out there in the online church world. Maybe you’re a young
person who is a bit on the fence about church life. | call you to take seriously this call. | did
not make this up. Our denomination did not make this up. God is calling you to make a
meaningful and covenantal connection with those around you. Yes, this is a counter-
cultural thing, but it is something that will bring life, and ultimately it is fit for eternal life.
You are called to belong, and it is God’s gift to you to do so.



