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Hope Library: The Battle Within (cont.) 

By Joseph Beaumont 

own gods should not surprise evangelical Christians, many of us have been 

stymied by how rapidly the moral pendulum has swung. How many of us 

thought twenty years ago that gay marriage would become the law of the 

land and that those who opposed it would be ostracized and labeled bigots? 

Such labeling does not bother MacArthur. His greater concern is the sin that 

has crept into the church and continues to lower the bar for holiness in be-

lievers’ lives, ignoring the unchanging standard of holiness described in God’s Word. Few churches, he explains, 

preach and teach the wretchedness of sin depicted in passages like Isaiah 6. Sadly, the church has drunk the self-

esteem Kool- Aid of our age, forgetting that without Christ, even one evil thought condemns us to hell (Matthew 5:21-

30; James 2:10). 

Thus, no Bible preacher or teacher can underestimate the need for Christians to “examine [themselves], whether 

[they] be in the faith” (II Corinthians 13:5) and diligently guard the heart, for from it flow “the issues of 

life” (Proverbs 4:23). To reiterate this point, The Vanishing Conscience refers to Jonathan Edwards’s “70 Resolu-

tions” (e.g. #10: “Resolved, when I feel pain, to think of the pains of martyrdom and of hell”; #46: “Resolved, never 

to allow the least measure of fretting uneasiness at my father or mother” #62: “Resolved, never to do anything but 

duty . . . [and] do it willingly and cheerfully as unto the Lord and not to men.”). 

Again and again, John MacArthur reminds the readers that each Christian must turn inward to avoid making 

“shipwreck of the faith” (I Timothy 1:19). He explains that responsibility for spiritual examination lies not with an 

accountability partner (though that may have some benefit) but with each individual Christian. 

Failure to guard the heart continuously (e.g. through memorizing scripture and turning it over in our minds, fashioning 

it into the core of our being) will make us candidates for a tragic fall from grace. No doubt many of us know people 

who have suffered such a fall and ruined their Christian testimonies. 

John MacArthur’s Vanishing Conscience admonishes believers to prevent the flesh and the devil from gaining a foot-

hold. The ever thorough and practical preacher and teacher provides checklists in the appendix, and other parts of 

the book have, of course, several examples from the Bible and others from the Puritans, mythology, and English liter-

ature to prove the point that the greatest battle in the sanctification war is the battle that rages in our hearts 

(Jeremiah 17:9).     
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As I write this, we have just finished our series on 
the “Hard Sayings of Jesus.” In that spirit, I thought I 
would tackle a hard question that applies to our 
Newcomers Class: “Pastor, why is church 
membership important?” Or “I don’t see the word 
‘membership’ in the bible…”  Perhaps you’ve 
thought, “The institutional church is susceptible to 
corruption, so I worship at home with my family.” “My relationship to God is a very private 
and special matter. I don’t want to impede this relationship by joining a church with all its 
problems.” Is membership in a local church purely voluntary like joining the Rotary Club or 
using Facebook? Is it something devised by leaders to lord it over other men and women to 
gain control of their hearts and money?  
 
Many churches have regarded membership as optional. Social trends, coupled with 
American views on individualism, have contributed to the atomization of society and the 
church. We’re so used to having things our own way that being joined to any group seems 
complicated and risky. In addition, many people have had bad experiences with church 
officers who were often arbitrary and dictatorial toward members. Yet we know that the 
existence of sin in the church is no reason to avoid any doctrine or belief, if it is biblical.  
 
So let’s ask one simple question: Is there biblical evidence for church membership? One has 
to say up front that there are no explicit commandments in the Bible that say, “Go join the 
local church,” though we are clearly told that we are “membered” one to another (1 Cor. 
12:12-27). While there are no explicit statements in Scripture, we can clearly infer church 
membership from other biblical doctrines. We do many things in the church based on 
inference.  Women partake of the Lord's Supper even though there is no scriptural 
evidence of the early church doing this.  We worship on the first day of the week because 
of the ascension of Christ on that day and because Paul was involved with gatherings on 
the first day of the week, even though the scriptures nowhere say that the Sabbath has 
changed from Saturday to Sunday.  
 
So where is the inference regarding membership?  First, we can infer church membership 
from biblical teaching on church government. When Christ instituted the church, He set up 
church officers and laws for its government. The existence of church rulers or overseers 
presupposes a group of people to be governed. Jesus, the Good Shepherd of His sheep, has 
placed under-shepherds over His flock for their protection and edification (1 Peter 5:1-4; 1 
Corinthians 12:28). The bible tells us that elders are appointed by the Father (1 Cor. 
12:28), given to the church by the Son (Eph. 4:11-12), and made elders of the church by 
the Holy Spirit (Acts 20:28).  The designation “elder” or “overseer” speaks of the type of 
work elders do, overseeing the flock.   
 
Note that all these passages assume a special relationship between church governors and 
the members of the churches these elders have a responsibility to shepherd.  Are the 
elders responsible to look after the affairs of people who live in the vicinity of the church 
or oversee the affairs of their neighbors? Is Paul urging unbelievers to submit to a local 
body of Christian overseers? No. Unbelievers and professing Christians who are not 
members can ask the pastor and other elders for counsel and advice, but such people are 
not under the elders’ authority. Elders are “over you in the Lord” (1 Thess. 5:12). They 
“rule over you.... They watch out for your souls” (Heb. 13:7, 17). Church elders have a 
rule over only one set group of people. Furthermore, “they must give an account” before 
the Lord regarding their oversight.   
 
The analogy of an elder’s work and a shepherd’s is instructive: A shepherd is responsible 
for his own flock, not for all the sheep in the region.   

         Whence comes a true and genuine humility, except from a sense of sin. - John Calvin 
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“But you will receive power 

when the Holy Spirit has 

come upon you, and you will 

be my witnesses in Jerusalem 

and in all Judea and Samaria, 

and to the end of the earth.”   

— Acts 1:8 

In addition, the brethren are commanded to “obey those who rule over [them], and be sub-
missive” (Heb. 13:17). They are “to recognize” and “highly esteem” their own elders. But 
are Christians supposed to submit to anyone who claims to be a pastor or elder, or obey elders 
on the other side of the globe whom they do not know?  It would seem that apart from the con-
cept of a church covenant, in which professing Christians place themselves under the authority 
of elders in a local church and are specifically under their care, these New Testament passages 
are incomprehensible. 
 
Another strong area of inference is the normal church function of church discipline (see 1 Cor. 
5:1-5). Can a person be “cast out” of an organization without first joining and becoming a part of 
that group?  It would seem that a person who is not a member of a church cannot be disciplined 
by that church. Many passages that discuss church discipline assume functioning “church courts” 
with the ability to excommunicate church members who refuse to repent. Jesus taught that the 
church (i.e. the elders functioning as a church court) has the final determination in disciplinary 
matters (Matthew 18:15-17).  The church court cannot excommunicate anyone it pleases, such as 
the Pope, a president, or an unappealing movie star.  The church only has jurisdiction over pro-
fessing Christians under its care, who have taken a vow of church membership.  
 
Church government and discipline prove that the New Testament church was not a mere volun-
tary association or merely a loose aggregation of individuals. It was created by divine institution 
with a definite form and strict rules of discipline for its own propagation and preservation. 
Church leaders receive their authority from Christ to edify the church and not to destroy it. So 
ask yourself: “Am I under the authority of ecclesiastical rulers? Is it possible for me to be excom-
municated from a church? Is there a group of elders that I ‘recognize,’ ‘highly esteem,’ ‘obey’ 
and ‘submit’ myself to? Is there a church court over me that will hold me accountable to God’s 
word? If I have a conflict with another confessing Christian that cannot be resolved, is there a 
church board that I can appeal to?”  The New Testament assumes that every Christian (under 
normal circumstances) should be able to say yes to every one of these questions.  
 
Finally, we must remember that among Christ's many miracles is that he continues to take some-
one dead in sin and make him alive in Christ – a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17).  Out of such individu-
als Christ is creating a new community, and we need to see, and recognize, who is in that king-
dom community so that He may have the glory! 
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Hope Library: The Battle Within 

By Joseph Beaumont 

Although my mother was only a nominal Christian until shortly before her death from cancer 

in her forties, she often reminded me that my conscience would trouble me if I wandered 

from the straight and narrow. From those early days the idea of conscience has always fas-

cinated me. Therefore, when I received “The Vanishing Conscience,” a CD from John MacAr-

thur’s Grace to You, I quickly put it into my player. I learned that the sermon was based on 

a book by the same name MacArthur had written several years earlier. I promptly obtained 

the book and read it within a few weeks. 

The Vanishing Conscience tells the story of a 1984 flight of an Avianca Airlines’ jet. During 

the trip, the plane’s warning system repeatedly ordered the pilot to “Pull up!” But instead 

of pulling up, the irate pilot responded, “Shut up, gringo!” and switched off the warning 

system. Continuing along the same path, the jet crashed into the side of a mountain, killing 

everyone aboard. MacArthur likens the pilot’s disregard of the warning system to personal 

disregard for our own internal warning system, the conscience. 

Today’s society has said, “Shut up!” to the voice of conscience, not a surprising response 

considering the portrait of man in the Bible. It tells us that in the last days, “men shall wax 

worse and worse, deceiving and being deceived” (II Timothy 3:13). Yet The Vanishing Con-

science is somewhat prophetic in its description of a world where “every man [does] what is 

right in his own eyes” (Judges 21:25). But even though the degree to which people have be-
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“As each has received a gift, 

use it to serve one another, 

as good stewards of God’s 

varied grace.”  

 

1 Peter 4:10 

Hope Library: The Benedict Option 

By Richard Wendt 

In The Benedict Option author Rod Dreher paints a seemingly gloomy picture for Christians in 
this post-Christian age. After you read just the first few chapters of Dreher's book, you almost 
want to throw your hands up in despair, but it’s not all gloom and doom. Dreher does outline a 
course of action for Christians to take back our country, our communities, our schools and yes, 
even our families. What drove Rod Dreher to write this book? 
 
Dreher sees that "hostile secular nihilism has won the day in our nation's government, and the 
culture has turned powerfully against traditional Christians." He  also says, "The Judeo-Christian 
culture of the West was dying because it no longer deeply believed in Christian sacred order, 
with its 'thou shall nots' and it had no way of agreeing on the 'thou shall nots' that every culture 
must have to restrain individual passions and direct them to socially beneficial ends." 
 
In matters of religion, Dreher says, "The fate of religion in America is inextricably tied to the 
fate of the family, and the fate of the family is tied to the fate of the community. When both 
the family and community become fragmented and fail, the transmission of religion to the next 
generation becomes far more difficult. All it takes is the failure of a single generation to hand 
down a tradition for that tradition to disappear from the life of a family and, in turn, a commu-
nity.” For example, in the waning decades of the Western Roman Empire, Augustine described 
society as "preoccupied with pleasure-seeking, selfishness, and living for the moment.”   
 
"When he left fallen Rome for the wilderness, Benedict had no idea that his founding of his 
schools for the Lord's service would over time have such a dramatic impact on Western civiliza-
tion. Europe in the early Middle Ages was reeling from the calamitous end of the Roman Empire. 
In these miserable conditions, the church was often the strongest government people had. 
Thanks to Benedict, a renewed focus on spiritual life led many men and women to leave the 
world and devote themselves wholly to God within the walls of monasteries.” 
 
"When Benedict began forming his monasteries, it was common practice for Monastics to adopt 
a written rule of life. Submitting to rules one doesn’t understand is difficult, but it’s a good way 
to counteract the carnal desire for personal independence.”   
 
Our author then proceeds to list (in several sub-chapter headings) his ideas to counteract the 
culture. These include asceticism; evangelize with goodness and beauty; tighten church disci-
pline; turn your home into a domestic monastery; don’t be afraid to be a nonconformist; make 
the church's social network real; reach across church boundaries to build relationships; give 
your family a rightly ordered education; teach the children scripture; immerse the young in the 
history of western civilization; pull your children out of public schools; start classical Christian 
schools; no classical Christian school? then home school. In one of the more essential sub-
chapters, "What work is for," Dreher identifies the necessity of keeping a balance between work 
and other priorities.   
 
In chapter eight, Dreher provides suggestions to counter our post-Christian culture, and lastly, 
in the ninth chapter, our author examines how the culture has used sexuality "by tying the gay 
rights cause to the civil rights movement" and changing the terms of the debate.  
 
This book is for all generations, from seniors and boomers who want to know the influences that 
have changed our culture to the millennials, who will need to understand the world in which 
they live and how they can effect change. 
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