Emmanuel Free Church
Membership Class
Session 1
INTRODUCTION:
Short discussion of contemporary church membership. Why be a part of a local church? Where did
local churches come from? What does membership mean? Is it important or not? Is it really Biblical?
Do people take membership seriously? Do churches? What do members gain from this class? What
do non-members gain?
Understanding church membership requires understanding what the local church is. Understanding
the local church requires understanding the Church at large – technically called the “Universal Church”
by theologians. And, finally, understanding the Universal Church requires understanding who Jesus
Christ is.
LESSON ONE: THE UNIVERSAL CHURCH
“I will build my Church” said Jesus. The Church’s origin is found in Jesus Christ Himself. After
completing His work of Redemption (death, burial, resurrection), He began His work of Building the
Church. That is a work He began on the Day of Pentecost and will continue all the way until the
Rapture. Jesus gave His disciples the Great Commission (evangelism & discipleship of all peoples)
which makes believers the agency through which Christ is building His Church.
Every believer is a member of the Universal Church. Everyone who believes in Jesus Christ as their
Savior from the day of Pentecost until the Rapture forms a special community of God with a particular
relationship to Jesus Christ. Unlike the nation of Israel, God’s special covenant people, the Church is
not restricted to one ethnic group or nation. It’s members are found from all over the world
(Revelation 5:9). In the New Testament the Universal Church is also called the “Body of Christ” (1
Corinthians 12:27; Ephesians 1:22-23) and the “Bride” of Christ (Ephesians 5:25-32). This language
denotes the Church’s unique relationship with Jesus that is different than His relationship with Old
Testament believers, Israel the nation, Tribulation believers and unbelievers from all ages.
(Illustrations: Masonic Lodges; Military Service; Political Party)
LESSON TWO: THE LOCAL CHURCH
How does the Universal Church relate to local churches? The local church is a localized visible
expression of the Universal Church. (A collection of believers living near each other who intentionally
gather for worship and ministry. Or, Christians in the same neighborhood getting together to do
Church). Believers living near each other will come together regularly for worship, prayer, teaching,
accountability, service, evangelism, encouragement and so on. We see in the book of Acts local

churches forming as people in each place would accept Christ and start joining with other believers
nearby. Eighty percent of the time the word “church” is used in the NT it is referring to a local church
or local group of churches. Most books in the NT are letters written to local churches like these
(Romans, Corinthians, Ephesians, Galatians, Philippians, Colossians, Thessalonians, etc.) Establishing
local churches is God’s will and they are the context from which the Great Commission is carried on.
Believers located near each other are not supposed to neglect each other, but, gather together.
LESSON THREE: LOCAL CHURCH MEMBERSHIP
http://cullinanelaw.com/nonprofit-law-basics-how-do-i-start-a-church/
http://cullinanelaw.com/forming-a-nonprofit-public-charity-step-4-prepare-certificate-of-formationarticles-of-incorporation/
Does the Bible explicitly teach that local churches should be incorporated, possess charters, and have
formal membership rolls, constitutions and bylaws? No, there is certainly no chapter and verse
anywhere commanding that. Of course, while there is no prescription there is no prohibition either.
Formal membership is a natural development that has helped the ministry of local churches.
Scripture often gives broad commands while allowing individuals considerable freedom in choosing
how to obey those commands. Paul was commanded to go to the Gentiles and preach the Gospel but
God did not map out the Apostle’s itinerary. Most of the time Paul decided where he would go.
Another example comes from 1 Timothy 5:9 where Paul mentions a “list of widows” who are eligible
for church assistance. No Biblical mandate is found for having such a formal list, but neither did
having one violate Scripture - or constitute “going beyond what is written”. The widow’s list and the
criteria for eligibility arose out of the need to sensibly carry out the command to care for widows.
There are very practical matters that arise in the life of a group of believers that make incorporating as
a church with formal membership necessary and prudent.
Who owns the building?
Who has legal right and power to purchase, sell and use property (building, land, etc.)?
Who decides who the pastor will be?
Who is the pastor responsible for (Heb. 13:17)?
Who gets to decide on church business - whether financial, administrative or doctrinal?
Who is responsible for any debt incurred?
Who is responsible for any legal issues?
Who receives tax-deductible donations and who are those donations made out to?

Because of issues like these forming a local church into a legal entity becomes a necessary direction
for a group of believers. That is if they want to move out of a basement and give to the church, get tax
deductions for giving, purchase a place to worship, hire a pastor, and on and on. Forming a local
church into a legal entity requires at least the following:
First, filing Articles of Incorporation with the State. This document legally forms the church as
a non-profit corporation.
Second, draft bylaws to govern the operation of the church.
Other items are needed as well such as a constitution, membership, and tax-exempt status
with the IRS. Understand what the IRS defines as a “church”:
1. distinct legal existence;
2. recognized creed and form of worship;
3. definite and distinct ecclesiastical government;
4. formal code of doctrine and discipline;
5. distinct religious history;
6. membership not associated with any other church or denomination;
7. organization of ordained ministers;
8. ordained ministers selected after completing prescribed courses of study;
9. literature of its own;
10.established places of worship;
11.regular congregations;
12.regular religious services;
13.Sunday schools for the religious instruction of the young;
14.schools for the preparation of its ministers
BELOW: Markerboard Notes from Membership Class

