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KEEPING GAINS IN MEMBERSHIP

We are by nature dependent creatures.  “For none of us liveth to himself, and no man dieth to himself”  (Romans 14:7).  Thus, those who are born into the family of God are not likely to survive in isolation.  They are called-out ones (ecclesia), who need Christian communion for their personal nourishment and spiritual enrichment.  All believers have a need to be a part of a caring, nurturing church.

The Christian experience is not solely a vertical relationship between the believer and his God, but is also a horizontal relationship between believers.  We are our brother’s keeper.  The Christian life is a shared experience, a shared fellowship, and a shared work for Christ.  God has placed the church in the world as a medium for this sharing.  We are all members one of the other (Ephesians 4:25).

It is through church membership that people of like precious faith obligate themselves to each other and to God for the fulfillment of the Great Commission.  The fulfillment of His command to “preach the gospel to every creature” demands the voluntary, loving cooperation of all believers.  This cannot be accomplished adequately outside the fellowship of the local church.

It is through this called-out community of believers that one has the opportunity to express his Christian commitment in fellowship, worship, and witness.  The making of converts and recruiting them as new members for the church is a thrilling, rewarding experience; and, by and large, the church has done a commendable job in fulfilling this phase of the Great Commission.  But the church seems to lack the same measure of fervency in nurturing converts and bringing them to maturity in Christ.  Keeping our converts and retaining them in membership of the church represents the weakest area of our church development.

Most everyone rejoices when lives are transformed and the church receives fresh, new converts into its fellowship.  There is a certain excitement that accompanies the enlisting or enrolling of new converts.  The same Great commission which commands us to make and baptize disciples also commands us to instruct them, “teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have commanded you” (Matthew 28:20).

Some have chosen to call this ministry of instruction the second half of evangelism.  It is less exciting than the first, although it is extremely rewarding.  It is a much less colorful task and not so dramatic as that of making converts.  One does not live in the glow of the evangelistic atmosphere when he is struggling to establish, strengthen, and develop new converts.  He must deal with doubts, be patient with mistakes, and exercise godly wisdom in developing the convert. 
The second half of the Great Commission is far more exacting than the first and often goes unnoticed by the masses.  And those who perform the task seldom are praised for their efforts.  It does not appeal to some because they cannot tabulate the results; nevertheless, Christ left us the example of teaching, instructing, and equipping men for His service.  Nurturing those whom He won consumed a major portion of His ministry, but the results are seen in the ministry of the Twelve and the Seventy.

Christ was not only interested in winning but also in keeping.  He emphasized this in His prayer:  “While I was with them in the world, I kept them in thy name:  those that thou gavest me I have kept, and none of them is lost, but the son of perdition; that the scripture might be fulfilled”  (John 17:12).

Jesus, in speaking to His disciples, said: “I have chosen you, and ordained you, that ye should go and bring forth fruit, and that your fruit should remain” (John 15:6).  Jesus was expressing just how important it is to bring forth fruit.  But in the same breath He hastened to say that it was equally important that the fruit remain.  Therefore, our responsibility is not merely to attract, but to hold as well.  For it is not altogether how many we attract to Christ, but what we do for them and with them after we have attracted them that really counts.

There is a danger of feeling that we have completed our task when converts have been made and received into the fellowship of the church.  But, I repeat, this is a major weakness in today’s evangelism.  The job is only half done when converts and members have been won.

A “keeping” attitude must be cultivated as well as a “getting” attitude.  We are so eager to receive members into the fellowship of the church at times that we fail to properly prepare them for membership.  The first step in keeping members is to prepare them for membership.
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