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WHY CHURCH MEMBERSHIP? 

 

You might be wondering, why you should go through all these formal steps for church 

membership? Why can’t you just faithfully show up every week and that be good enough? 

Why does TCC insist on church membership? The short answer is we believe the Bible teaches 

it. 

This is a topic that doesn’t really get talked about in most churches like it should. In some 

churches, there really is no membership process. If you show up, you’re a member. In other 

churches, the true nature of membership is deemphasized so much that the membership role 

exceeds the number of people who attend. 

But biblically, membership matters. 

So what is church membership? One pastor defines church membership as a commitment “to 

worship the Lord corporately, edify brothers and sisters in Christ through mutual exhortation and 

service, cooperate in the mission of the church, hold each other accountable to walk in a manner 

pleasing to the Lord as a witness to the truth of Christ in the world” [John Piper]. So essentially 

it’s a commitment to live like a Christian in a local church. 

As we survey what the Bible says about church membership, we want to answer three questions:  

1. What’s the biblical basis for church membership? 

2. Biblically, how do you become a member? 

3. Why is church membership important? 

WHAT’S THE BIBLICAL BASIS FOR CHURCH MEMBERSHIP? 

The idea of experiencing salvation without belonging to a local assembly is completely foreign 

to the New Testament. The world’s first Christians wanted to be associated with each other. 

They were eager to learn about their new faith. 

Many of them had nowhere else to go. Forsaking their pagan or Jewish upbringing would have 

brought scorn on some from their friends or family. Just as in some parts of the world today: to 

become a Christian, get baptized, and associate with a local church would ostracize you from the 

community or even be to sign your own death warrant. 

So the idea of going off by yourself as a private Christian apart from the life of the church was a 

false idea that came later. The first Christians were eager to be in community—that was their 

life. 
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As you read through the New Testament you realize that church membership was clearly 

presumed. It was to be a given. It was expected. It wouldn’t make sense to be a Christian but not 

be committed to one local body of believers. 

We see at least four lines of evidence for church membership in the New Testament: 

1. The Exhortations to Serve One Another 

In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul teaches that the church is the body of Christ. Each Christian within the 

body of Christ is called a member—which is why we call it church membership. 

As you read the following verses, notice that Paul’s analogy presupposes a commitment to a local 

church. 

1 Corinthians 12:12, 14-20, 27: For just as the body is one and has many members, and 

all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. . . . For the 

body does not consist of one member but of many. If the foot should say, “Because I am 

not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” that would not make it any less a part of the 

body. And if the ear should say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” 

that would not make it any less a part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where 

would be the sense of hearing? If the whole body were an ear, where would be the sense 

of smell? But as it is, God arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as he 

chose. If all were a single member, where would the body be? As it is, there are many 

parts, yet one body. . . . Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it.” 

If Christians don’t need to associate with one another—if there is no church membership—then 

the whole analogy that Paul makes is meaningless. For this analogy to work, it requires that a 

group of Christians get together to serve one another and be committed to one another. 

That’s just one passage. Consider all the other “one-another” commands in the New Testament. 

For example:

• Prefer one another (Romans 12:10) 

• Be devoted to one another (Rom 

12:10) 

• Be of the same mind with one 

another (Rom 12:16) 

• Do not judge one another (Rom 

14:13) 

• Build up one another (Rom 14:19) 

• Accept one another (Rom 15:7) 

• Admonish one another (Rom 15:14) 

• Do not sue one another (1 Cor 6:7) 

• Do not deprive one another (1 Cor 

7:5) 

• Care for one another (1 Cor 12:25) 

• Do not envy one another (Gal 5:26) 

• Be truthful to one another (Eph 4:25) 

• Be kind to one another (Eph 4:25) 

• Be subject to one another (Eph 5:21) 

• Regard one another (Phil 2:3) 

• Do not lie to one another (Col 3:9) 
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• Bear with one another (Col 3:13) 

• Teach one another (Col 3:16) 

• Love one another (1 Thess 3:12) 

• Comfort one another (1 Thess 4:18) 

• Encourage one another (1 Thess 

5:11) 

• Be at peace with one another (1 

Thess 5:13) 

• Seek good for one another (1 Thess 

5:15) 

• Pray for one another (1 Tim 2:1) 

• Encourage one another (Heb 10:24) 

• Do not slander one another (Jas 4:11) 

• Be hospitable to one another (1 Pet 

4:9) 

• Serve one another (1 Pet 4:10) 

• Be humble to one another (1 Pet 5:5) 

• Greet one another (1 Pet 5:14) 

• Fellowship with one another (1 Jn 

1:7) 

 

All of these commands presuppose that Christians affiliate with one another in a committed 

relationship. If there is no “another” that your committed to, how do you “love one another” 

except haphazardly? 

Or, if there is no church membership, how does Hebrews 10:24-25 make any sense: 

“And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, not neglecting to 

meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as 

you see the Day drawing near.” 

2. The Existence of Church Leadership 

A second line of evidence for church membership is the existence of church leadership. God 

governs his church at the local level through elders (also called pastors). Like all Christians, 

pastors are to love all people—whether in the church or out of it—as they have ability and 

opportunity. But who are the pastors particularly supposed to care for? 

Consider Hebrews 13:17 and think about this verse from the perspective of a pastor: “Obey your 

leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to 

give an account.” God will call your pastors to account for how well they kept watch over “your 

souls.” 

So, then, who specifically are pastors accountable to God for? For whom will pastors give an 

account? All people? All Christians in a geographic area like a city? Everyone who visits their 

church? Everyone who sporadically attends their church? Or, are they primarily accountable only 

to those who have committed to their local church body? 

We don’t have to guess. In Acts 20:28, Paul speaks to the elders (pastors) Ephesus and says, 

“Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you 

overseers, to care for the church of God, which he obtained with his own blood.” 
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So the ones these elders should give their attention to are the flock given to them by the Holy 

Spirit. Similarly, 1 Peter 5:1-2 says, “So I exhort the elders among you, as a fellow elder and a 

witness of the sufferings of Christ, as well as a partaker in the glory that is going to be revealed: 

shepherd the flock of God that is among you. . .” 

The primary responsibility of care for pastors is for those who are part of their flock. Now, think 

a little further on this. How does a pastor determine who is part of his flock unless there is some 

kind of church membership? There must be some way of pastors knowing who those people are. 

There must be some way believers who attend the church make it known that they are 

committing to that church, submitting to the church’s leadership, and investing themselves with 

those Christians especially. 

So church membership is implied by the requirement by God for pastors to care for their flock. 

On the other side of things, church membership is also implied in the commands given to 

believers to submit to their church leaders. Hebrews 13:17 says, “Obey your leaders and submit 

to them. . .” As a Christian who wants to obey that command in Scripture, you have to ask, “Who 

are my leaders?” Similarly, 1 Thessalonians 5:12-13 says, “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.” 

Those commands have no meaning if there is no commitment to be in a local church to be led. If 

there’s no membership, who is there to be led? Some kind of commitment must precede a person 

being led. That commitment is called membership in a local church. 

3.  The Exercise of Church Discipline 

A third line of evidence for church membership is the exercise of church discipline. 

The concept of church discipline may be new to you. We’ll cover this in detail later on in TCC’s 

church membership class sessions. 

For now, the big picture is this: When a believer in a church falls into serious, unrepentant sin, 

the New Testament outlines a way for the church to seek the restoration of the believer to 

repentance and righteousness. That’s the goal of church discipline: to seek the repentance and 

restoration of the believer. 

Jesus gives the steps of this process in Matthew 18:15-17 and, in fact, these are the first 

instructions he gives to the church. This process is called church discipline. 

Here’s the relevant section of Jesus’ teaching: 
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Matthew 18:15-17: “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between 

you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother. But if he does not 

listen, take one or two others along with you, that every charge may be established by the 

evidence of two or three witnesses. If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. 

And if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax 

collector. 

There are actually four steps outlined here. First, go to your brother and tell him his fault. If he 

doesn’t repent, take one or two others along with you and seek the sinning brother’s repentance. 

If he still doesn’t repent, the church as a whole must be made aware of his unrepentance. Finally, 

if he still doesn’t repent, Jesus instructs them “let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.” 

In the Jewish frame of mind, to be treated as a Gentile and tax collector would be to be treated as 

an outsider. 

Along those same lines, Paul teaches in 1 Corinthians 5:1-2: “It is actually reported that there is 

sexual immorality among you, and of a kind that is not tolerated even among pagans, for a man 

has his father’s wife. And you are arrogant! Ought you not rather to mourn? Let him who has 

done this be removed from among you.” 

To “be removed from among you” is the fourth step in church discipline—a putting out of the 

church. For our purpose right now, note one observation: if there’s a “putting out,” there must be 

a way of identifying who is “in” the church. You can’t go “out” if there is no “in” in the first 

place. 

Therefore, there needs to be a way of knowing who has identified with a local church, so that the 

church as a whole knows who they are mutually accountable to. We don’t have the responsibility 

or authority to discipline the believer caught in serious, unrepentant sin at the church down the 

street. There must be a way of identifying who is part of this church. Again, this implies church 

membership. 

4. The Example of the Early Church 

The example of the early church is a final line of evidence for church membership. 

The birth of the church occurs in Acts 2. Peter gave the world’s first church sermon on that day 

and a significant number of people came to saving faith. Verse 41 says, “Those who received his 

word were baptized, and there were added that day about three thousand souls.” 

When it says “added” what were the new believers added to? Clearly, they were added to the 

church. They became part of the church membership (as it looked in its primitive state). 

Evidently, they were keeping track of the numbers. They were making some kind of roll. 
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So our conclusion from the biblical evidence is that the New Testament teaches church 

membership. 

Let’s take up our second question. 

BIBLICALLY, HOW DO YOU BECOME A MEMBER? 

In the early church, there were three requirements to become a member. All three requirements 

are found in Acts 2. These are the minimum requirements for becoming a member of a local 

church. 

1. Repent and Believe in Christ 

First, a person must repent and believe in Christ. In Peter’s first church sermon, notice his 

response to the question, “what shall we do [to be saved]? 

Acts 2:36-38: “Let all the house of Israel therefore know for certain that God has made 

him both Lord and Christ, this Jesus whom you crucified.” Now when they heard this 

they were cut to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, “Brothers, what 

shall we do?” And Peter said to them, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the 

name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” 

The word repentance in the New Testament comes from a Greek word that means to change your 

mind or purposes. Here, to repent would be for them to change their mind about Jesus—to agree 

with God that he “has made him both Lord and Christ.” That confession is identical to faith. 

Faith and repentance are the same reality looked at from two angles. 

So the first requirement of church membership is to be converted. A person must give evidence 

that they have come to faith in Christ. 

2. Baptism 

Second, a person must be baptized. Notice that Peter says (v. 38) they must “repent and be 

baptized.” Then in v. 41 that you read earlier it says, “those who received his word were 

baptized” and they were added to the church. 

Baptism was the visible, outward sign of their new life in Christ. The biblical requirement is that 

once someone is saved, they should be baptized. 

3. Devotion 
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The final requirement of church membership is devotion or commitment. Acts 2:42 says, “They 

devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the 

prayers.” In other words, they made a commitment to life in the local body of Christ. 

So membership requires conversion, baptism after salvation, and commitment to a local church. 

WHY IS CHURCH MEMBERSHIP IMPORTANT? 

Finally, why is church membership important? Briefly, there are three reasons why we place a 

great emphasis on church membership at TCC. 

1. Church membership identifies you as a believer 

In one sense, becoming a believer means that you have become automatically part of the global 

church. When you become a Christian, you become part of the body of Christ. Speaking to 

believers, Paul says in 1 Corinthians 12:27, “Now you are the body of Christ and individually 

members of it.” This is automatic. You become part of the worldwide membership of the church. 

But in another sense, becoming a believer also requires you to commit yourself to a local 

expression of the universal church. Committing to a local church—becoming a member there—

serves as a public statement that you belong to Christ. It identifies you as a believer. The local 

church is the visible representation of the gospel. 

2. Church Membership Promotes Spiritual Growth 

You can’t grow properly apart from the body of Christ. We need each other to grow spiritually. 

We need accountability. We need encouragement. We need exhortation. I need your ministry and 

you need mine. 

3. Church Membership Preserves the Purity of the Church 

Committing to fellowship in a local church will not only help you grow spiritually, it will help 

keep you from sin. The process of church discipline is designed to keep you from making 

shipwreck of your faith. It’s a way of showing love to one another—to rescue one another from 

the tragic consequences of sin. So church membership functions to preserve the purity of the 

church. 

CONCLUSION 

So for all the reasons above, we urge everyone who counts Treasuring Christ Church as their 

church to complete the membership process and formally commit to this local expression of the 

body of Christ. 


