“added.” What does that mean? God added them to the company of his people. But even more, they were “numbered.” Somebody was keeping count because these new believers were enrolled among the number of God’s people.  The next thing Luke tells us in Acts was that they immediately began meeting together with other believers, even on a daily basis. These people had been baptized and counted as members of the church. They professed their faith in Jesus Christ publicly and were baptized publicly, identifying themselves not simply as Christians in general, but clearly identifying themselves with the church. So one must be excused for thinking that this baptism and public profession of faith in Christ was necessary for salvation, required in order to get to heaven, as Peter declared.  


2. Jesus announced that he would build his church, not just individual Christians.  To be specific, Jesus said, “And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” (Matthew 16:18) Of course the Greek term translated “church” means “assembly” and necessarily requires a number more than one. Jesus’ plan was to build up the assembly of his people, and not simply disconnected believers here and there. In fact, Jesus promises that the gates of hell shall not prevail against his assembly. Presumably, the individual believer on his or her own could accomplish little, but the assembly of God’s people together would be his unstoppable force for overthrowing hell’s dominion on earth. In view of our Lord’s own words, what possible rationale could remain for the lone Christian refusing to join the assembly of Christ’s blood-bought people?


1. Jesus said that we must confess him before others. Luke records his words: “And I tell you, everyone who acknowledges me before men, the Son of Man also will acknowledge before the angels of God, but the one who denies me before men will be denied before the angels of God.” (12:8-9) Jesus clearly required that his people confess him publicly if they expected him to acknowledge them before God.  It’s hard to see what shape this public profession of faith in Jesus Christ might take without self-identifying as his follower by joining a local church. Jesus could not be referring to wearing a Christian T-shirt or sporting a Christian bumper sticker, for, of course, there were no T-shirts or bumper stickers (or bumpers!). He was clearly speaking of making a permanent, public identification with Christ and his people. We usually call that covenant relationship “church membership.”  


For these reasons it would seem that the Westminster Confession of Faith is correct when it states that outside of the visible (local) church, “there is no ordinary possibility of salvation.” (25.2) 


This being said, one might still insist that church membership is not necessary. I would agree that it is theoretically possible to go to heaven without becoming a church member, but it is not very probable. Why would one NOT join with Christ’s people in a church and work shoulder-to-shoulder, laboring for the kingdom? 


I suspect that the root of such reluctance is most often cultural, a product of our sinful, American individualism and self-centeredness, a sin from which we must repent if we are to know Christ and be saved in him. For Jesus also said, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.”  (Matthew 16:24)
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CAN YOU  
GET TO

HEAVEN
WITHOUT JOINING A
CHURCH?

“Everybody knows you don’t have to join a church to go to heaven.”  This view is widely held today, considered by many to be unassailable truth, which is pretty amazing since the opposite is so clearly taught throughout the Bible. “What really matters,” we are told, “is to invite Jesus into your heart,” a statement which is not found in the Bible.  


But the truth is that you certainly cannot get to heaven without joining the church.  The church is the Bride of Christ.  If you refuse to be a part of the Bride of Christ, then the Groom (Christ) will not invite you to attend the wedding. To become a Christian is to join his church.  

Ah, but can you get to heaven without joining a local church? The answer, beyond all doubt is, “PROBABLY NOT.”  

Where did we ever get the idea that following Jesus Christ meant something other than belonging to a local church? Like most all errors in the evangelical church, it arose in the mid-1800s springing from the revivalism which swept through the English-speaking church in Great Britain and North America, sometime after the Second Great Awakening.  


Many of these revivalist preachers sought to awaken sleepy or nominal church members creating excitement through dramatics and high-pressure techniques of persuasion.  Numerous church leaders, however, objected to such overt emotionalism. So revivalist preachers often criticized churches openly. They pronounced church membership unnecessary, even irrelevant to vital, “heart-felt” Christianity, an astonishing development. After all, if one could be a church member and not be a Christian, then perhaps one could be a Christian and not a church member. One revivalist preacher put it this way: “Going to church doesn’t make you a Christian any more than going into a stable makes you a horse.” Of course that’s true. But what would we think of a horse that consistently chose not to go into a stable, a place that normal horses love and enjoy? In time we might start to think that it was not really a horse after all. And we would probably be right. 


To defeat this dreadful notion that church membership is unnecessary or optional for the Christian, I have compiled a Top Ten List of biblical reasons why (ordinarily) only church members will go to heaven.  


10. God’s plan from the beginning was to form a people, not merely individuals.  All through the Bible, God announced his plan to create this people (plural). He has said repeatedly, “And they (plural) shall be my people, and I will be their (plural) God.” (Jer. 30:22; 31:33; 32:38; Deut. 26:17; 26:18-19; Ezek. 37:23; 37:27; Zech. 8:8; Zech. 13:9; Heb. 8:10) 


9. The New Testament is filled with numerous “one anothers.” These frequent commands call believers to help and support their fellow believers. Yet how are any of us to obey any of these instructions if we are not in close fellowship with other believers? Such close fellowship presupposes some regular connection with other Christians.  Traditionally, this has meant church membership. To my knowledge, no better system has arisen to replace the church.  Perhaps this is because God intended us to belong to churches. 


8.  The Bible commands believers to obey their Christian leaders. The reason is because these leaders watch over our souls. “Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with groaning, for that would be of no advantage to you.” (Hebrews 13:17) If one does not join a church and come under the authority of the church’s eldership, then it is hard to see how or why he or she should obey those church leaders. But it is also hard to see how these leaders can keep watch over the souls of those who do not join the church, and why these leaders should have to give an account for the condition of souls who did not become accountable to them. This kind of relationship sounds suspiciously like the church, and, if so, membership would seem commanded by this text.


7. Even clearer is the command for believers to meet together regularly. “And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.” (Hebrews 10:24-25) This is one of those “one anothers.”   And this time it is in the context of stirring one another up to love by meeting together for that end. I suppose one could meet with other Christians regularly without joining them, but why not join them?


6. The New Testament pictures the church as “the Body of Christ.” (1 Cor. 12:12ff, Eph. 4:1ff.). In these contexts the emphasis is on many diverse members united into one body working together. Question: does that imagery make you think more of church members formally bound together by covenant promises or a haphazard collection of individuals who may or may not belong to each other and who may or may not be committed to each other?  The question answers itself.  


5. The New Testament also speaks of the need for accountability and church discipline. Paul wrote that a guilty offender should be removed from the church. How would this be possible if he were not a part of the church (a member) in some formal way? Those of us in church leadership know that you cannot discipline non-members. Jesus said that if an offending brother will not listen to the church, then the church is to treat him like a “Gentile and a tax collector,” that is, as a non-Christian. But that would presuppose that at some point he was being treated like a brother, a fellow-believer, a church member. 


4. The whole of the New Testament itself witnesses against the view that you can go to heaven without becoming a church member. Since the consistent and invariable pattern of the New Testament is that believers professed their faith in Christ publicly and joined the church, the burden of proof is on those who deny that this is important today. The only exception to this pattern of church membership among all believers is that of the Ethiopian Eunuch converted in Acts 8:26ff. He had no opportunity to join a church, but tradition says that he carried the message of Christ back to Ethiopia and planted the church there. If the universal pattern of the New Testament was that all believers joined the church, what would make us conclude it is unnecessary today?   

3. On the Day of Pentecost Peter declared that to be saved people had to be baptized. (Acts 2:38ff.) This baptism of professing believers was undoubtedly a public act, a public profession of faith in Jesus Christ. Luke   then   says   that    these   people    were
