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A Biblical Perspective on Church Membership 
Selected Scriptures 

 
A few days ago, I went though a file in one of my cabinets and I found an old copy of the “Grace Bible 

Church Membership Qualification Examination.”   

 

As I read it, I thought, “maybe this is why some people have delayed joining GBC…”  A few selected 

questions from the exam follow.  (It should be noted that there was a four-hour time limit for the 

examination.) 

 
HISTORY.	  Describe	  the	  history	  of	  the	  papacy	  from	  its	  origins	  to	  the	  present	  day,	  concentrating	  

especially	  but	  not	  exclusively	  on	  its	  social,	  political,	  economic,	  religious,	  and	  philosophical	  impact	  on	  

Europe,	  Asia,	  America,	  and	  Africa.	  Be	  brief,	  concise,	  and	  specific.	  

	  

PUBLIC	  SPEAKING.	  2,500	  riot-‐crazed	  Aborigines	  are	  storming	  the	  room.	  Calm	  them.	  You	  may	  use	  

any	  ancient	  language	  except	  Latin	  or	  Greek.	  

	  

BIOLOGY.	  Create	  life.	  Estimate	  the	  differences	  in	  subsequent	  human	  culture	  if	  this	  form	  of	  life	  had	  

developed	  500	  million	  years	  earlier,	  with	  special	  attention	  to	  its	  probable	  effect	  on	  the	  English	  

parliamentary	  system.	  Prove	  your	  thesis.	  

	  

PHYSICS.	  Explain	  the	  nature	  of	  matter.	  Include	  in	  your	  discussion	  an	  evaluation	  of	  the	  impact	  of	  the	  

development	  of	  mathematics	  on	  science.	  

	  

PHILOSOPHY.	  Sketch	  the	  development	  of	  human	  thought;	  estimate	  its	  significance,	  and	  compare	  

with	  the	  development	  of	  any	  other	  kind	  of	  thought.	  

	  

GENERAL	  KNOWLEDGE.	  Describe	  in	  detail.	  Be	  objective	  and	  specific.	  

	  

EXTRA	  CREDIT.	  Define	  the	  universe.	  Give	  three	  examples.	  

 

In truth, the application for membership and the process are somewhat easier than that old exam. 

 

Church membership can be something of a contentious issue.  Some have come out of a legalistic 

background and are grateful to be freed from those trappings.  And others have come from churches 

were they have seen a tragic misuse of power and authority — leadership being used in the wrong ways 

for the wrong reasons — and they are hesitant to join a church.  And others have said (correctly), “there 

is no verse in Scripture that either commands us to join a church or describes the process of church 

membership, so we shouldn’t have to join a church to be part of it. 
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As Keith and I think with you about some of the needs related to the church, and particularly as we plan 

to address the topics of church discipline and marriage and some proposed changes to the constitution 

in the coming months, it seemed fitting to address the topic of church membership early in the series.   

 

As we consider this topic, my essential premise is that  

 

CHURCH MEMBERSHIP IS THE NORMAL PRACTICE OF ALL CHURCHES AND ALL BELIEVERS. 

 

As we consider this topic, I want to take you on a survey of the Scriptures, starting broadly with the 

nature of the NT church, then narrowing down and showing you that there was a form of membership 

practiced in the NT, and then talking about how and why we practice church membership at GBC. 

 

1. Membership in the Universal Church  

2. Membership in the Local Church 

3. Membership in Grace Bible Church 
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CHURCH MEMBERSHIP IS THE NORMAL PRACTICE OF ALL CHURCHES AND ALL BELIEVERS. 

 

1. Membership in the Universal Church  

 

• As you read the NT, it is obvious that there is a unity in the body of Christ as soon as one becomes a 

believer in Christ.  

 We have fellowship with one another — 1 John 1:3, 6-7 

 We are God’s building — one building built on one foundation (1 Cor. 3:9-11; Eph. 2:20-22) 

➢ We are founded on Christ; He is Source, bringing unity to the church  (Mt. 16:18; 1 Pt. 2:6; 

1 Cor. 3:10-11; Eph. 2:20) 

➢ We are His stones, built out of His cornerstone (Jn. 5:26) who are always with Him (1 Pt. 

2:5), living for Christ (1 Pt. 2:5) — we are built for His purposes, not our own (which means 

it doesn’t matter what He asks us to do — no sacrifice to great) 

➢ We fit into Him and His purposes, not Him into our purposes. 

➢ We are growing in Christ  (Eph. 2:20-22; 1 Pt. 2:5) 

➢ We are a habitation for Christ  (2 Cor. 6:16; Jn. 14:17) — just as God dwelt in the temple in 

the OT (to be a place of meeting and ministry for His people) 

 We are one body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:12ff; Eph. 1:22-23; 2:16). 

➢ We are the body and He is the Head (authority). 

➢ Because we are one body, we care for each other graciously.  Fifty-eight times in the NT, 

the phrase “one another” or “each other” is used:  minister to one another, serve one another, 

love one another, honor one another, accept one another, build up one another, do not judge 

one another, submit to one another, do not lie to one another, do not be jealous of one 

another, encourage one another…  All these are because we are one unified body. 

 We are a family — Eph. 2:19.  Note the different images used to indicate familial relationships: 

➢ We are sons of God adopted into His family (Gal. 4:1-6; Rom. 8:14, 23) 

➢ We are brothers of one another — over 200 references to brother in the epistles.  We have 

family love” a tender, brotherly affection for God’s family members.  And Rom. 12:10bff. 

illustrate what that looks like. 

➢ We are brothers of our Savior, Jesus Christ (Heb. 2:11; Rom. 8:29) 

➢ We are the bride of Christ (Eph. 5:23; Rev. 19:7-9); so we are loved by Christ and anticipate 

a full and complete union with Him.  This is marital image that indicates permanence and 

commitment.  We don’t leave a marriage, we don’t leave a family and we don’t leave the 

church.  This is an issue of loyalty. 

 We are a priesthood of God  (1 Pt. 2:9 — “royal priesthood”)  
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➢ We are sanctified by God — emphasizes our need for growing sanctification and that He is 

the source of our sanctification. 

➢ We are serving in the presence of God — OT Israel had only a few selected priests, but the 

entire NT church is seen to fulfill priestly role of mediator. 

➢ We serve as “kingly” priests. 

➢ We serve as a perpetual testimony for God and of God 

 The NT also refers to the fact that we are one flock of God (Jn. 10:1ff; Acts 20:28) — which is 

why we have shepherds (pastors) — and we are a branch of God (Jn. 15:1-11; Rom. 11:17ff), 

grafted into the tree of God. 

 

• But not only is there a unity in terms of fellowship and partnership, but there is a unity in terms of 

becoming one with each other — we are members with each other in one great body (Rom. 12:4-5): 

 We are not isolated and alone; we are interconnected and interdependent.  Each member of the 

body is important for the functioning of the body.  Our salvation has connected us inseparably to 

one another; this is membership in the “universal church.” 

 No one of us is more important than the other (Rom. 12:3); Christ is the firstborn among many 

brethren (Rom. 8:29); only He is first; we are all secondary to Him and submissive to Him. 

 We are unified.  By position and nature we are one, so we work to make sure that what we do 

manifests that unity.  That’s why Paul gave some of the instructions he did in Rom. 12:9ff — 

that we would live out the unity that is ours.  We also see this same principle in Jesus’ prayer in 

Jn. 17:20-21ff and in Eph. 4:4-6 (position), 11-13 (practice). 

 

• So to come to faith in Christ is to come to the church.   

 There is a particular emphasis in our day on a “personal relationship” with Christ; it is personal 

in that I personally must have faith in Christ to be saved; but it is not personal in the sense that I 

can exclude relationships with each other.  The NT knows of no such concept.  When Christ 

saves us, He brings us into a relationship and fellowship with others whom He calls our 

brothers.  “For better or worse,” we have each other and are members of each other. 

 

“The Christian life is not meant to be lived privately in isolation from other believers. It is to be lived as 

members of the Body of Christ. God wants to use our times of adversity to deepen our relationship with 

other members of the Body — to create a greater sense of sharing together the life we have in Christ.” 

[Jerry Bridges] 
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2. Membership in the Local Church 

 

• When we talk about “church membership,” generally we are referring to a connection to a particular 

local church.  What does that mean, specifically?  A couple of definitions: 

 

“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). In addition, when one becomes a member of a church, he submits himself to the care and the 

authority of the biblically qualified elders that God has placed in that assembly.”  

[“A Grace Community Church Distinctive:  Church Membership.”] 

 

“The membership of this church shall consist of persons who confess faith on the Lord Jesus Christ as 

personal Savior, who give evidence of regeneration by a living consistent with their profession and with 

the views of faith, doctrine, and practice of this church, who have been baptized by immersion and who 

have been received into its membership according to the By-Laws of this church.”  

[Bethlehem Baptist Church Constitution] 

 

“Church membership is a formal relationship between a local church and a Christian characterized by 

the church’s affirmation and oversight of a Christian’s discipleship and the Christian’s submission to 

living out his or her discipleship in the care of the church.” [Jonathan Leeman, Church Discipline.] 

 

• It is true that church membership is not commanded in the NT; but it is also clear from many places 

in the NT that there was some form of organized care for the people in the church: 

 Acts 2:41 — “added (to the list)”  

 Acts 5:14 — “added to their number” (also, 16:5) 

 Acts 18:27 — “letter of recommendation” 

 Romans 16:1 — letter of commendation of Phoebe 

 Colossians 4:10 — letter for John Mark 

 2 Corinthians 3:1 — Paul’s ministry was “reference letter” (indicates process) 

 1 Timothy 5:9 — there was a “subset” of the member list kept — of widows who were eligible 

to receive financial care from the church body. 

 Congregations were recognized as local, identifiable gatherings —  

➢ Acts 6:5 — “the whole congregation” 

➢ Acts 8:1 — “the church in Jerusalem” 
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➢ Acts 9:26 — “the disciples in Jerusalem” 

➢ Acts 14:23 — “in every church” 

➢ Acts 15:17 — “the whole church” 

➢ Acts 20:17 — “the elders of the church” 

 1 Corinthians 5:1-2 — the sinning man should have been removed (v. 2); you cannot “exclude” 

someone who has not first been “included.”  Cf. also 2 Cor. 2:6, where the majority exercised 

discipline on this man; for there to be a “majority,” there must be a recognition of who is part of 

the whole. 

 2 Thessalonians 3:14-15 — there was church discipline for those who were unwilling to work 

 1 John 2:19 — the false teachers went out from a clearly defined fellowship of believers 

 The fact of organization in the church also indicates some form of membership, so elders are 

given so that they can exercise oversight over the flock (1 Pt. 5:1-2).  To provide care for the 

flock they must be identified and recognized by the flock, and there must be an identified flock 

for them to oversee and lead. 

 

• Summary of the NT picture of membership in the local church (from Leeman, Church Membership): 

 The church’s very existence unifies around the message of the Savior — salvation in Him alone 

 Christians are ordinarily united to individual but interconnected churches 

 Christians collectively identify themselves as churches 

 Christians possess a special power and corporate identity when formally assembled (1 Cor. 5:4; 

11:18) — they are “more a church when together than when apart.” 

 The first step of the Christian life is baptism — it is a marker of their salvation and identity with 

the universal church body and Christ. 

 Christians are commanded to separate themselves from and not formally associate with the 

world (2 Cor. 6:14, 17). 

 The life and authority of the local church shape and orient the lives of its members 

 Christian leaders are made responsible for specific sheep (Acts 20:28) 

 Christians are responsible to submit to specific leaders (1 Tim. 5:17 — they know who deserves honor) 

 Christians exclude false professors from the fellowship (1 Cor. 5:13) 

 
“Belonging to the visible gathered church in the world is at the heart of Christianity — it is the 

expressed unity of the body made visible.  It expresses its spiritual reality in its corporate identity.” 

[MacArthur, “Commitment to the Church” (audio)] 

 
• So church membership is a reality and necessary according to the NT.  The one remaining question 

is what that membership looks like at GBC: 
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3. Membership in Grace Bible Church 

 

• Why church membership is necessary for us:  Hebrews 13:17 —  

 Elders have a responsibility to watch over the souls of those given to them.  Like the great 

Shepherd (1 Pt. 2:25), we are guardians over the sheep of God with 4 primary responsibilities —  

➢ Feed them the Word of God (Acts 6:4; 1 Tim. 3:2 — able to teach) 

➢ Pray for them — (Acts 6:4, devote ourselves to prayer and the ministry of the Word) 

➢ Equip them to serve in the flock (Eph. 4:11-12) 

➢ Warn and admonish them about spiritual dangers (2 Tim. 2:24-26; 1 Thess. 5:14) 

 Notice also that the elders will give an account to the Lord for the manner in which they cared for 

the sheep of God.  This is no small responsibility (and one that your elders take very seriously). 

 If your elders are going to do this, we have to know who is our responsibility: 

➢ We certainly are not going to give an account for everyone that ever visits the church 

(though we will be responsible for what we did for them on that occasion). 

➢ We are responsible for those who “obey…and submit…” to our leadership.  How do we 

know who that is?  The best way we can see from Scripture is the process of membership, 

where people affirm, “I am identifying with this body of believers and submitting myself to 

the constitution, doctrinal statement, and leadership of this church.”  (Since the leaders will 

change over time, the submission is not to the individual men particularly, but to the office 

they hold.)  

➢ So Hebrews 13:7 identifies a mutual relationship in the church — leaders caring for the 

flock with joyful service and members of the flock following that leadership with joyful 

submission.  As one church has written, “Exhortations to this kind of ministry presuppose 

that believers have committed themselves to other believers in a specific local assembly. 

Church membership is simply the formal way to make that commitment.” [GCC] 

 

• What is the process of membership at GBC? 

 Membership application (written) & signing of the covenant (below). 

 Letter from another church if there is a previous membership to assure good standing — 

occasionally a phone call or conversation to clarify relationships.  (Aside:  in counseling we 

don’t want to usurp authority of other churches so we will generally ask the counselee to talk to 

his pastor about the counseling and have the pastor call us so we can include him.) 

 Elder interview to affirm salvation, baptism, and spiritual gifts and ministry desires. 

 Reception into the church body after notification to the church body of the process. 

 



  page 8 / 8 
  

• What is covenanted in membership: 

 

I have trusted Jesus Christ as my personal Savior and it is my desire to enter into the fellowship 
of the Grace Bible Church and to engage with its members in efforts to achieve the purposes set 
forth in its constitution. 
 
I have read the doctrinal and policy statements of the Constitution, and I am willing to submit 
myself to the spiritual leadership of this church. 
 
It is my purpose, by God’s grace, to live a holy life, to regularly attend the services of Grace 
Bible Church, and to participate and serve in keeping with my God-given abilities and the needs 
of the congregation. 
 
As the Lord enables me, I purpose to contribute to the financial obligations assumed by this 
congregation. 
  
I understand that it is now my privilege and my duty to attend the regular and special business 
meetings of this congregation and to express my opinions, convictions and suggestions 
concerning the matters at hand. 
 
I specifically ask that I will be remembered in prayer and that each one will feel free to give me 
the spiritual counsel that they feel would be helpful. It is my desire to be a blessing to all who are 
a part of this assembly of believers. 

 

 Commitment to participate in the body through worship and service (spiritual gifts). 

 Commitment to grow in Christ. 

 Commitment to participate in the body through giving and sharing. 

 Commitment to submit to leadership and seek counsel and prayer of leaders and others. 

 Commitment to be a spiritual blessing to others in the body. 

 

 

CONCLUSION: Through membership, the believer receives the blessing of knowing that there is 

someone who is accountable to God for His spiritual care, and through membership, he also knows of 

his responsibility to that local church.  If you are a member, we are thankful for you and grateful to 

know that we serve Christ alongside you; if you are not a member, and this is your “church home,” then 

this is the right time to formalize that relationship by joining the church. 

 

“Living out a commitment to a local church involves many responsibilities: exemplifying a godly lifestyle 

in the community, exercising one’s spiritual gifts in diligent service, contributing financially to the work 

of the ministry, giving and receiving admonishment with meekness and in love, and faithfully 

participating in corporate worship. Much is expected, but much is at stake. For only when every believer 

is faithful to this kind of commitment is the church able to live up to her calling as Christ’s 

representative here on earth. To put it simply, membership matters.” [GCC, “Church Membership”] 


