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LESSON 5
CHURCH MEMBERSHIP






Churchless Christianity

Back in my college days, the private Christian school I attended required that I spend several hours each week of my freshman year in some form of ministry. It was too far to drive back to my home church every weekend, so I decided to fulfill this requirement with an evangelistic campus ministry at a nearby secular university. I was excited about the opportunity to engage students with the gospel. In addition to sharing with them the words of hope, I knew this opportunity would challenge my courage and sharpen my skills in explaining and defending the gospel.

But it did not take long before I became frustrated. The problem was not with the opportunity itself. I enjoyed the engagement with students, presented the gospel to those who would listen, provided evangelistic literature based on the response, and recorded my observations after the conversations were over. But the frustration grew in response to the campus ministry’s requirement about how to counsel those who responded positively to the good news of Jesus Christ. According to the stipulations of this parachurch ministry, I could not refer students who wanted to know more about Jesus Christ, or who even believed the gospel, to any local church. The most I could do was to encourage them to attend an on-campus meeting hosted by the ministry itself. 

Although I was not well-grounded in doctrine at that point in my life, I recognized that something was terribly amiss. Although this organization was well-known for its efforts to spread the gospel to university students, it advanced a view of the Christian life that was intensely personal and private. Whether intentional or not, it promoted churchless Christianity. In response to my concerns, the director of the ministry explained that he did not want to offend the churches around the university by having his volunteers recommend some of those churches but not others. Besides, conversion to Christ was what counted most. Becoming part of a local church was not an essential. 

The inconsistency in the situation was the organization’s view of accountability. Of course, as a volunteer acting on behalf of this ministry, I was expected to abide by its policies. I was, in a sense, “a member.” I had to use only its literature. I had to report to the director for regular briefing and debriefing. I had to follow the established guidelines when responding to those who were interested in follow-up. The ministry emphasized compliance to these policies as something natural and noble—something necessary for the ministry’s reputation and effectiveness. Yet when it came to the question of a new Christian’s responsibility to join a local church, all talk of commitment and accountability ceased. 

Sadly, such an experience is not rare. Churchless Christianity has been widespread in the West now for generations. Jonathan Leeman writes, “Maybe we’ve been duped by Western democratic society into viewing churches as voluntary associations. Maybe it’s a century’s worth of practice at being consumers” (Church Membership, 23). Leeman then lists some of the common symptoms of this kind of Christianity (23–24): 

· Christians can think it’s fine to attend a church indefinitely without joining;
· Christians think of getting baptized apart from joining; 
· Christians take the Lord’s Supper without joining;
· Christians view the Lord’s Supper as their own private, mystical experience for Christians and not as an activity for church members who are incorporated into body life together; 
· Christians don’t integrate their Monday-to-Saturday lives with the lives of other saints;
· Christians assume they can make a perpetual habit of being absent from the church’s gathering a few Sundays a month or more; 
· Christians make major life decisions (moving, accepting a promotion, choosing a spouse, etc.) without considering the effects of those decisions on the family of relationships in the church or without consulting the wisdom of the church’s pastors and other members;
· Christians buy homes or rent apartments with scant regard for how factors such as distance and cost will affect their abilities to serve the church; 
· Christians don’t realize that they are partly responsible for both the spiritual welfare and the physical livelihood of the other members of the church, even members they have not met. When one mourns, one mourns by himself. When one rejoices, one rejoices by herself. 

Indeed, symptoms such as these (and others like the “on-line church” fad) express aspects of Western hedonism, consumerism, individualism, and radical autonomy. As one pastor stated, the evangelical church suffers from “commitment-phobia.” Significant numbers of Christians are ambivalent to church membership, or if they are members, they treat it as if it’s only a matter of preference. Many believe the Bible simply does not address the issue.

But what does the Bible teach? Does it at all address the issue of membership in the local church? Indeed, it does. In fact, the New Testament treats it as such a fundamental issue that it assumes it. Woven through the fabric of the book of Acts and the New Testament letters is the assumption that believers in Jesus Christ—after being saved and baptized—naturally and formally identify with a local assembly of Christians. In fact, any fair reading of these portions of the New Testament will conclude that churchless Christianity is not the Christianity of the apostolic church. 

Before turning to the New Testament witness to church membership, it is important to define what membership in the local church is. Jonathan Leeman defines it as “a formal relationship between a church and a Christian characterized by the church’s affirmation and oversight of a Christian’s discipleship and the Christian’s sub-mission to living out his or her discipleship in the care of the church” (Church Membership, 64). Perhaps it can be stated more simply:

To become a member of a local church is to enter a formal relationship with that church and all it represents. The one who joins makes a tangible commitment to the church’s message, its members, and its mission. He accepts obligations, submits to accountability, and invests his life. Likewise, the church that accepts him commits to identify and fellowship with him, to care for his soul, to labor for his growth, and to provide the context for God-honoring worship.

In surveying the New Testament, we can find seven reasons why this kind of membership in the local church is essential.

I. An Affirmation of Identity

As previously noted (see Lesson 1, “Defining the Church”), the term ἐκκλησία (ekklēsia, “church”) in the New Testament refers to one of two possible “assemblies” when speaking of believers: (1) the universal church—the assembly of Jesus’ disciples throughout the church age, invisible and fixed (e.g., Matt 16:18 – “and upon this rock I will build My church”); and (2) the local church—an assembly of Jesus’ disciples present in a particular geographical location at a given time, visible and changing (e.g., 1 Cor 1:2 – “To the church of God which is at Corinth”).

It is vital to recognize that membership in the universal church is automatic. Membership in this body begins in the moment of regeneration. See 1 Corinthians 12:13. It is granted to the saved sinner as a sovereign act of divine grace. It is spiritual and invisible.  On the other hand, membership in a local church is a conscious response. Membership in this assembly is an act that must be taken by the new believer and the assembly itself, wherein both identify with each other in a visible, public manner. See Acts 5:14.

Membership in the universal church—automatic and instantaneous as it is—was never implied by the New Testament as a substitute for the membership that must be sought in a local church. Instead, the pattern of the early church is simple: hear the gospel  be saved  get baptized  identify with other believers (e.g., Acts 2:38–40, 41–42; see also Acts 2:47; 5:14; 16:5; etc.). In fact, it was this act of public identification with the local assembly of Jesus’ disciples that allowed Christians to be targeted by persecution (e.g., Acts 8:1, 3; 9:2).“Any idea . . . of enjoying salvation or being a Christian in isolation is foreign to the New Testament writings.”

—Allan Stibbs, God’s Church, 92


Ultimately, identifying with a local church is an important means of grace in that it contributes to the assurance of salvation. As Mark Dever writes, “Membership in a local church is intended to be a testimony to our membership in the universal church” (Nine Marks of a Healthy Church, 131). As a professing believer seeks membership in a local assembly of believers, his profession of faith is examined for its authenticity. If accepted, the voices of the elders and members of that assembly lend their support to the new member’s profession. It is then no longer just his opinion; now there are other witnesses.

II. An Acknowledgement of Unity

A major focus in the New Testament is the achievement of the work Christ through His substitutionary sacrifice on the cross. One of the aspects of that achievement is reconciliation. For example, read Ephesians 2:11–22. But such reconciliation is not to remain an abstract concept, nor is it merely a vertical reality between God and man. It is to be lived out in real unity between diverse members of redeemed humanity. Read Ephesians 4:1–3; also Colossians 3:11. 

Membership in a local church recognizes that a disciple of Jesus must live out the reconciliation achieved by Christ through union with other believers. Such unity cannot be demonstrated apart from meaningful church membership.

III. An Announcement of Commitment

Our culture is radically independent, consumeristic, and fearful of commitment. Christians can manifest this old mindset through their resistance to commit to an assembly of believers. However, the transforming power of the gospel enables us to do what is contrary to this old fear, and joyfully do what was once unthinkable—to commit! 

The GCC Distinctive Statement on Church Membership reads as follows:

To become a member of a church is to formally commit oneself to an identifiable, local body of believers who have joined together for specific, divinely ordained purposes. These purposes include receiving instruction from God’s Word (1 Tim 4:13; 2 Tim 4:2), serving and edifying one another through the proper use of spiritual gifts (Rom 12:3–8; 1 Cor 12:4–31; 1 Pet 4:10–11), participating in the ordinances (Luke 22:19; Acts 2:38–42), and proclaiming the gospel to those who are lost (Matt 28:18–20).

Such a commitment manifests itself in one’s personal investment in the church’s corporate activities, such as the weekly gathering on the Lord’s Day for worship (e.g., Acts 20:7); the fulfillment of the one-anothers (e.g., Col 3:16); the exercise of spiritual gifts (e.g., 1 Cor 12:1–31); the participation in the Lord’s Supper (e.g., 1 Cor 11:23–34). Two texts that summarize this best are Acts 2:41–42 and Hebrews 10:23–25. Once again, without a meaningful form of church membership, the concept of “commitment” falls by the way.

IV. An Acceptance of Accountability

Abstaining from membership in a local church allows one to make claims about “a relationship with Jesus” without answering to anyone for what he believes or how he lives. Conversely, pursuing membership in a local church recognizes the need for personal accountability regarding one’s life and doctrine—an accountability to the other members in general and to the elders in particular. It refuses to treat the concept of accountability with disdain and instead embraces it as “the wounds of a friend” that are so much better than “the kisses of an enemy” (Prov 27:6).

Crucial here is the New Testament teaching on church discipline. For this teaching to be realistic, meaningful membership must exist. See Matthew 18:15–17; 1 Corinthians 5:1–13; 1 Timothy 5:19–20. Admittedly, some professing Christians resist church membership specifically at this point: they do not want to be included in the local church because they fear—based on their private sinful practices—being eventually excluded. 

V. An Assistance to Leadership

Successful leadership requires a clear understanding about who needs to be led. A shepherd needs to know which sheep on the hillside belong to him. In the context of the church, the overseers (see Lesson 3, “Elders and Deacons”) must know the believers for which they are responsible. See Acts 20:28–30; Hebrews 13:17; 1 Peter 5:17. 

Apart from some kind of meaningful membership list, the overseers of a local church would either be responsible for no one or for everyone. If there is no “membership list,” then the pastors have no members for whom and to whom to be accountable. If the “membership list” is merely the grand total of everyone who has ever attended a church event, the pastors will exhaust themselves trying to track down and account for individuals who may never be seen again. Thus, membership rosters enable those in leadership to set boundaries and fulfill their responsibilities appropriately. 

VI. An Advocacy of Reputation

Membership in a local church is a commitment to guard and honor the testimony of that assembly—corporately, with respect to the church as a whole, and individually, with respect to particular members. This advocacy is accomplished in two ways: (1) through the member’s own testimony as he lives his life before a watching world, representing the church to which he belongs; and (2) through the member’s efforts to support and defend the assembly’s interests, as he refuses to give slander and gossip a platform. “The church is not perfect, but woe to the man who finds pleasure in pointing out her imperfections.”

—Charles Spurgeon


To join the membership of a local church is to take its name—its identity. With that membership comes the obligation to honor others who have taken that same name. With it also should come the privilege of being honored by them as well.

VII. An Access to Assistance

Membership in a local church identifies those who are genuine candidates for the provision of the church’s specialized spiritual and material resources. In fact, it is noteworthy that the first challenge to unity in the early church revolved around membership and was resolved by membership. See Acts 6:1–7.

An assembly’s membership roll allows for prioritization and distribution of this assistance: for example, see 1 Timothy 5:9, 16, and the assistance that was prescribed for widows on “the list.” A membership roll determines how the church’s resources can be wisely used to provide dedicated counseling, to celebrate weddings, to host funerals or memorial services, and to provide financial aid to those experiencing unusual hardship. A “deacons’ fund” and other church resources will be quickly exhausted—or applied with partiality—if no objective limitations exist.

For Discussion

1. List several manifestations of “churchless Christianity” that you have observed.
2. To what factors in our broader culture can “commitment-phobia” among professing Christians be traced? What does this tell us about those Christians who have this phobia? How should we confront these deeper problems?
3. Why is it hypocritical for a Christian to claim “unity with the body of Christ” while refusing to join a local church?
4. Based on the instruction above, how should you counsel someone who is a new believer about the local church? How would you respond to someone who is perpetually “church shopping,” or who claims to be part of an “on-line church”?
5. Are you a member of a local church? If not, explain why. Can you come up with biblical texts that justify your reasons?

For Further Study

1. Memorize: Acts 2:41–42 
2. Read (beginner): “Church Membership: A Grace Community Church Distinctive,” accessible at https://www.gracechurch.org/about/distinctives/church-membership. This material is also found on pages 797–799 in Biblical Doctrine, by John MacArthur & Richard Mayhue.
3. Read (intermediate): Nine Marks of a Healthy Church, 4th edition, by Mark Dever, pages 121–144.
4. Watch/Listen to: “Three Hallmarks of a Biblical Church Member,” by Tom Pennington, accessible at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RXbwbt4v_Mc (part 1) and https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K4ryQDFBtKc (part 2).
5. Review: our church’s doctrinal statement and by-laws for church membership.
6. Sing: “I Love Thy Kingdom, Lord” (#352 in Hymns of Grace)

Audio, video, and handouts for this session are available at www.gracechurch.org/motw. 
Next meeting: October 28, 7pm – “Ekklesia: Spiritual Fellowship” 
Men of the Word  |  Brad Klassen  |  October 21, 2026                               Page 2 of 4
[image: Grace Community Church]
[image: Grace Community Church]Men of the Word  |  Brad Klassen  |  October 21, 2026                               Page 2 of 4
image2.png
Men of theWord

RRlesia

A Study of the Doctrine of the Church




image1.png
grace 3
community
church




