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God’s People: Commitment Through Covenant 

 
Introduction 
 
 One of the best ways to understand biblical church membership is to think of our commitment to 
the Lord and our commitment to each other in terms of a covenant. We find covenants throughout the 
Bible, especially in the Old Testament, where God makes covenants with Adam, Noah, Abraham, Israel, 
David, and God’s future people, the Church (the New Covenant). So, following a person’s conversion to 
Christ, they are now permitted to enter a covenant relationship with a local church, which is the essence 
of church membership.  
 
1. What is a covenant?  

 
a. Definition: In the most basic sense, the word “covenant” simply means “an agreement;” in the 

most technical sense, it’s a binding promise between individuals, groups, or nations, which can 
be enforced by the law or warfare.  

 
• In certain subdivisions, property owners a bound to a “neighborhood covenant,” which 

means that each owner agrees to follow a set of standards or rules regarding their property 
(e.g. building codes, landscaping obligations, maintenance standards, monthly dues, etc.). If 
a property owner doesn’t comply with the neighborhood covenant, legal action may be used 
enforce the agreement. However, the spirit of a neighborhood covenant is to make the 
community better, safer, attractive, and valuable.  

 
b. Unilateral vs. Bilateral: Certain covenants are made with different terms and agreements. The 

most common types of covenants are “unilateral” and “bilateral.”  
 

• Unilateral: A “unilateral” covenant refers to an agreement or promise made by one 
individual (prefix – “uni”) to another, where the one making the promise is responsible for 
everything. There are no conditions or expectations placed on the one receiving the promise. 
God makes several “unilateral” covenants with his people, where he is the one responsible 
for producing the results.  

 
§ Adamic Covenant – “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your 

offspring and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel.” 
(Genesis 3:15) 

 
§ Abrahamic Covenant – “Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go from your country and 

your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. And I will make of 
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you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a 
blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and 
in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” 

 
• Bilateral: A “bilateral” covenant refers to an agreement or promise made between 

individuals (prefix – “bi”) where each have a responsibility in maintaining the agreement.   
 

§ Mosaic Covenant – “See, I have set before you today life and good, death and evil. If 
you obey the commandments of the LORD your God that I command you today, by 
loving the LORD your God, by walking in his ways, and by keeping his commandments 
and his statutes and his rules, then you shall live and multiply, and the LORD your God 
will bless you in the land that you are entering to take possession of it. But if your heart 
turns away, and you will not hear, but are drawn away to worship other gods and serve 
them, I declare to you today, that you shall surely perish. You shall not live long in the 
land that you are going over the Jordan to enter and possess.” (Deut. 30:15-18) 

 
2. Church Membership as a Bilateral Covenant 

 
a. Two Covenants at Work: While we are saved by God’s unilateral covenant with us (i.e., by 

God grace in sending Christ to fulfill all the necessary requirements in our place, and God 
regenerating and sealing our hearts through the Holy Spirit), membership in the local church is a 
bilateral covenant, where each member is committed to the church, and the church is committed 
to the member. In sum: (1) the church has a responsibility to help each individual member 
become spiritually mature, equipped for service, and supported in love; and (2) each individual 
member has a responsibility to attend church activities and support the leaders, members, 
ministries, and mission of the church – all for the glory of God.  
 

b. Members One of Another: God’s designed the local church to be an interconnected community 
of believers that follows Christ together through mutual support and love.   
 
“For as in one body we have many members, and the members do not all have the same function, 
so we, though many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another.” 

– Romans 12:4-5 
 

• One Body/Many Members: God uses the metaphor of a human body to describe his 
people. Just as the human body is one, so is the local church. There should never be 
“multiple churches” inside the local church. Such disunity is deadly. However, like the 
human body, which contains many parts, the local church contains many “members.” There 
is no such thing as a single-member church. A church is only a church when believers are 
joined together.  
 

• Many Members/Different Functions: Just as each part of the human body has different 
functions (e.g., lungs, heart, skin, teeth, etc.), so each member of the local church has 
different functions. God has gifted and equipped each church member differently by design. 
Just as each body part has a crucial role in helping the body perform correctly, each church 
member has a role in helping the church accomplish God’s will.  
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• One Body/Many Members/Interconnected: Taking his teaching a step further, Paul 

doesn’t just use the metaphor of the human body to talk about “unity” (one body) or 
“function” (individual parts doing what they are designed to do), but he also describes the 
body’s “interconnectedness,” how each body part is connected and dependent on the others. 
In other words, each part has a responsibility to support the others – if not, the body would 
not function properly, if at all. Could you imagine if our hands and eyes didn’t work 
together, we wouldn’t be able to pick up things or work; or if our brain and nervous system 
didn’t work together, we wouldn’t be able to sense pain and our bodies would continue 
doing harmful things. There are millions of important connections that allow our bodies to 
work properly, and the same is true in the church.  

 
The phrase, “individually members one of another” indicates a mutual responsibility to 
support one another, to care for one another, to protect one another, to depend on one 
another, and to work with one another. These ideas are made clear through other 
translations: NIV, “each belongs to all the others;” AMP, “each are mutually dependent on 
each other;” God’s Word, “individuals connected to each other;” Smith’s Literal, “members 
for one another.” In the church, God hasn’t called us to remain independent, like mere 
individuals gathered in a room to sing and pray. Rather, he joined us together to do life with 
one another, helping each other grow and fulfill God’s will.  
 

3. Elements of a Covenant Relationship 
 
Throughout the New Testament, there are 59 commands for believers to do things with “one 
another.” These commands help us to see how we should support one another in the church. “Love 
one another” (John 13:35; 16 times); “Welcome one another” (Rom. 15:7); “Be devoted to one 
another” (Rom. 12:10);  “Honor one another” (Rom. 12:10); “Live in harmony with one another” 
(Rom. 12:16); “Build up one another” (Rom. 14:19); “Accept one another” (Rom. 15:7); 
“Admonish one another” (Rom. 15:14); “Care for one another” (1 Cor. 12:25); “Agree with one 
another” (2 Cor. 3:11); “Serve one another” (Gal. 5:13); “Bear one another’s burdens” (Gal. 6:2); 
“Be patient/Forgive one another” (Eph. 4:2); “Be kind and compassionate to one another” (Eph. 
4:32); “Submit to one another” (Eph. 5:21); “Look to the interests of one another” (Phil 2:4); 
“Teach one another” (Col. 3:16); “Do good to one another” (1 Thess. 5:15); “Comfort one another” 
(1 Thess. 4:18); “Confess to one another, pray for one another” (James 5:16); “Show hospitality to 
one another” (1 Pet. 4:9); “Exhort one another” (Heb. 3:13); “Stir up one another to love and good 
works” (Heb. 10:24-25); “Use gifts to serve one another” (1 Pet. 4:10); “Do not lie to one another” 
(Col. 3:9); “Do not pass judgment on one another” (Rom. 14:13); “Do not provoke and envy one 
another” (Gal. 5:26); “Do not slander one another” James 4:11); and “Do not grumble against each 
other” (James 5:19). The only way that these commands can be obeyed and prove beneficial is if 
we are joined together in a covenant relationship. 
 
a. Love One Another: In the Upper Room, Jesus said, “A new commandment I give to you, that 

you love one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love one another. By this all 
people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.” Many would 
agree that the command to “love one another” is the foundation for all other “one another” 
commands. If we don’t love each other, are we truly in Christ? Are we really going to “support 
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one another,” “help one another,” “sacrifice for one another,” be “patient with one another,” 
“encourage one another,” “protect one another,” “forgive one another,” and “pray for one 
another?” Love is the basis for obeying all the other commands. A church that loves one another 
is always at its strongest.  
 

b. Lead One Another: The writer of Hebrews commands, “Let us consider how to stir up one 
another to love and good works” (10:25). The phrase “stir up” literally means, “to provoke each 
other,” which means to steer or guide each other to follow Christ and accomplish God’s will. 
God has called us together to help each other stay motivated and focused on godly living, to live 
in righteousness, and to hold each other accountable. Paul writes, “Therefore, having put away 
falsehood, let each one of you speak the truth with his neighbor, for we are members one of 
another” (Eph. 4:25). A church where each member is committed to leading one another toward 
godliness is a successful church.  

 
c. Encourage One Another: Because we live in a fallen world, believers are afflicted with 

disappointments, hardships, tragedies, and personal problems. For this reason, God has called 
believers to “encourage one another.” Paul writes, “Therefore, encourage one another and build 
one another up, just as you are doing” (1 Thess. 5:11). In essence, church members are called to 
help those suffering or struggling, whether it be emotional, physical, or spiritual. We should be 
quick to come alongside and offer hope, love, and help to make it through. The enemy knows 
that when we are down, we are the most vulnerable. However, we must encourage one another 
with the truth, helping each other continue following Christ. Paul writes, “If one member 
suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoiced together” (1 Cor. 12:26). 
Church members should be quick to reach out to the one suffering.  

 
d. Protect One Another: Not only does living in a fallen world make one prone to difficulty and 

sadness, but it also makes one vulnerable to the attacks of Satan. Since the enemy is always 
looking to lead God’s people away from the truth, we must protect each other from temptation, 
distraction, and ungodly decisions. Each of us have a duty to watch each other’s back, 
especially when it comes to sinful tendencies. James writes, “My brothers, if anyone among you 
wanders from the truth and someone brings him back, let him know that whoever brings back a 
sinner from his wandering will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins” 
(5:19). Do we love our brothers and sisters enough to warn them about something dangerous 
that could destroy their lives? We are called to protect one another.  

 
4. Covenant Responsibilities:  

 
a. Member: When a believer unites with a church through membership, they are committing 

themselves to the church. Such a commitment will be reflected in holy living, godly priorities, 
regular worship attendance, joining a discipleship group, finding a place to serve, supporting the 
ministry financially, helping with outreach and missions, and displaying love, peace, and unity 
with others.  
 

b. Church: When a believer unites with a church through membership, the church is committing 
to support the member through love and encouragement, teaching and accountability, equipping 
for service and utilizing his or her gifts, and other forms of spiritual growth.  


