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“A Biblical Understanding of Church Membership” 

 
 
Question: What took place on March 25, 1786, involving the following people: Michael Coons, 
Rebecca Coons, Sarah Fryer, Chas Gentry, Elizabeth Gentry, Tabatha Gentry, Henry Haggard, Dolly 
Haggard, James Randolph, and Wesley White? 
 
Series Question: What does it mean to be a church member? Is it biblical, is it beneficial, is it required? 
What does Scripture teach about church membership? What does church membership mean for me 
personally? When can I officially join the local church? What is expected of me after I join? Why is 
joining a church so beneficial to my spiritual walk with Christ? All these questions and many others will 
be discussed through this midweek study, “A Theology of Church Membership.” 

 
 

Church Membership Myths  
 

1. Lamb’s Book of Life: If my name is printed on a church membership roll, then I am eternally 
secure in Christ.  
 
a. Problem: Have you ever shared the gospel with someone that doesn’t really show any real 

fruit of being saved, and before you can tell them about Christ, they blurt out that they are a 
member of a particular church? Some see “church membership” as merely a record of their 
“salvation experience.” 

 
b. Truth: Eternal salvation and church membership should always complement one another, 

but having one doesn’t always prove the other. Being placed on the membership roll of a 
local church isn’t the same as a person’s name being written in the Lamb’s Book of Life. 
Therefore, one should never trust their record of church membership to save them. 
 

• Matthew 7:21–23 – “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of 
heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. On that day many will 
say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your 
name, and do many mighty works in your name?’ And then will I declare to them, ‘I never 
knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.’” 

 
2. Sentimental Symbol: I would like to join my local church, but I can’t imagine being removed 

from the church roll where I grew up, where I was saved, or where my parents still attend. What 
would my mother think?  
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a. Problem: Some misunderstand church membership a sentimental connection to the past, 
without correctly understanding membership as a ministry tool for the present. Therefore, 
church membership rolls get inflated and become a hinderance to true ministry.  

 
b. Truth: When we correctly understand that local church membership is a tool used for 

ministry, we will see why only local, active members should be listed on the membership 
roll. Church membership should never be viewed as a sentimental symbol.   

 
3. Needless Virtue: What difference does it make if we join this church? We can still attend 

worship, get involved in Sunday School, and spend time with others at events. There’s really no 
need to be placed on a church roll.  
 
a. Problem: The way some churches conduct ministry, this myth might actually contain a 

degree of truth. In such churches, there is no accountability, no organization, little authority, 
little care for individuals, etc. Such a view enables people to freeing move from one church 
to the next, wherever they feel their needs are best met.  
 

b. Truth: Church membership that is understood and practiced correctly should be a huge 
benefit for individual believers and the whole church.  

 
4. Unbiblical Practice: I won’t be joining the church simply because nowhere in the New 

Testament does God command believers to “join” a local church. Therefore, what churches call 
“church membership” is unbiblical.  
 
a. Problem: Some argue that church membership is nowhere found in the New Testament – 

which might be technically true, but no different than claiming that the Trinity doesn’t exist 
because it’s not found either. Therefore, some refuse to “join” churches based on the absence 
of precise language in Scripture.  
 

b. Truth: While “church membership” may not be mentioned in the New Testament, there is 
evidence that churches maintained a roll of believers that were committed to Christ and one 
another. The context around these verses also reveals the reasons for church membership.  

 
A Biblical Understanding of Church Membership 
 

1. What is the Church?  
 
a. Historical Definitions 

 
• “The church is the Body of Christ which includes all of the redeemed of all the ages, 

believers from every tribe, and tongue, and people, and nation.” – Baptist Faith & 
Message 2000, Section VI.  

 
• “The church is the body of people called by God’s grace through faith in Christ to glorify 

him together by serving him in this world.” – Mark Dever, A Theology for the Church, 
768.  
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• “The church is the community of all true believers for all time.” – Wayne Grudem, 

Systematic Theology, 853.  
 

b. New Testament Term 
 
• Ekklesia (ἐκκλησία) – In the New Testament, this word is the most common term when 

referring to the church. It’s a combination of two smaller words: “ek,” meaning, “out of,” 
and “kaleo,” meaning, “to call.” The word is literally translated, “The called out ones.” In 
classical Greek, this word was used as a general and non-technical term for any group 
officially assembled together for a purpose.  
 
§ Matthew 16:18 – “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.”  
 

§ Ephesians 5:25 – “Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her.” 
 

c. Church: The term “church” is used to describe those who Christ died to redeem, those who 
have been “born again” (regenerated) through faith in the person and work of Christ. 
Therefore, when a person is saved, they become a general “member” of the body of Christ (1 
Cor. 12:13).  

 
2. What is Local Church Membership 

 
a. Local Church: The local church is a smaller collection of believers who are united through 

biblical faith in Christ, a love for one another, a commitment to obey Scripture, a common 
goal of bringing glory to God through holy living, mutual discipleship and accountability 
(discipline), inward and outward ministry, and evangelistic missions. “God’s people working 
together for God’s glory.”  
 

b. Church Membership: To accomplish the goals of the local church, “church membership” is 
the means for maintaining accountability, discipleship, leadership, and fellowship among the 
local people of God. In other words, it’s a record of who is committed to the faith and 
ministries of the local church, and who the local church is committed to serve. Therefore, it’s 
an oxymoron to have “uncommitted church members.”  

 
• Quote: “To become a member of a church is to formally commit oneself to an 

identifiable, local body of believers who have joined together for the specific, divinely 
ordained purposes…(including) instruction from God’s Word (1 Tim. 4:13; 2 Tim. 4:2); 
serving and edifying one another through the proper use of one’s gifts (Rom. 12:3-8; 1 
Cor. 12:4-31; 1 Pet. 4:10-11), participating in the ordinances (Luke 22:19; Accts 2:38-
42), and proclaiming the gospel to those who are lost (Matt. 28:18-20)…In addition, 
when one becomes a member of a church, he submits himself to the care and the 
authority of the biblically qualified elders whom God has placed in that assembly” 
(MacArthur and Mayhue, Biblical Doctrine, 797).  
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c. Biblical Evidence of Church Membership: While the New Testament doesn’t use phrases 
such as “church membership” or “join the church,” there is clear evidence that local churches 
had a means of accountability and commitment to those in their care. According to Dever, 
“Open up the New Testament, and you won’t find a story about, say, Priscilla and Aquila 
moving to the city of Rome, checking out one church, then another, and finally deciding to 
join a third. From what we can tell, nobody when “church shopping” because there was only 
one church in each community.” (Dever, What is a Healthy Church, 93).  
 
• Acts 2:41 – “So those who received his word were baptized, and there were added that 

day about three thousand souls.” (Acts 4:4 records “five thousand”). The church was 
keeping records of converts. In both chapters, details are given about these believers 
doing life together (prayer, breaking bread, worship, etc.).  
 

• Acts 6:5 – “And what they said pleased the whole gathering, and they chose Stephen…”  
 

• Acts 18:27 – “The brothers encouraged [Apollos] and wrote to the disciples to welcome 
him…when he arrived, he greatly helped those who through grace had believed.” 

 
• 1 Timothy 5:9 – “Let a widow be enrolled if she is not less than sixty years of age, 

having been the wife of one husband, and having a reputation for good works…”  
 

• 1 Corinthians 5:1 – “It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, 
and of a kind that is not tolerated even among pagans…let him who has done this be 
removed from among you.” Later, Paul apparently refers back to this man who has since 
repented by saying, “For such a one, this punishment by the majority is enough, so you 
should rather turn to forgive and comfort him, or he may be overwhelmed by excessive 
sorrow…” (2 Cor. 2:6-7).  

 
• 1 Corinthians 12-14 – Paul refers to the local church as a “body” and “many members,” 

with Christ being the “head.” He then explains how each person is vital and how love 
should rule each relationship.  

 
• 1 Thessalonians 5:12–13 – “We ask you, brothers, to respect those who labor among you 

and are over you in the Lord and admonish you, and to esteem them very highly in love 
because of their work. Be at peace among yourselves.” 

 
• Hebrews 13:17 – “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.” 

 
• Revelation 2-3 – Jesus wrote to seven specific churches, which reveals that groups were 

gathered locally and held accountable by the Lord.  
 

 


