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When we talk about membership of a club, we might think of belonging to a golf club or a soccer 
club. But when we talk about membership of a church, you tend to hear about experiences people 
have had which are not always positive. 
When you hear the words “church membership”, especially when you are asked: do you 
want to become a member?” What comes to mind? And what emotions do you feel? 
 
This message clearly is more a teaching and not a typical expository sermon. Let me also state up 
front what I will NOT cover this morning 

I am not looking at the legal requirements of membership per the law of the land.  I am only 
looking at it from the Bible and what Jesus said about it 
I am NOT appealing to you to become a member – please let’s be clear about this. There is no 
membership class being advertised and no clipboard being passed around 

 
Let’s start with the church as the body of Christ 
In 1 Corinthians 12:21-26 Paul talks about the body of Christ being one body with many 
members (some translations say many “parts”, but the Greek word translates into member). The 
essence of this text is that the body of Christ has many members, and each contributes something 
to the whole to make the whole effective. Paul uses the physical body as an illustration. The foot, 
hand, mouth, eye – each have a role to play, even including some of the less obvious parts of the 
body. 
 
Paul was writing to the Corinthian church – a local church – so he did not mean that all the 
members with their gifts are present in the wider church because then local churches may well be 
short of some “body parts” or some gifts which are required to have an effective body. Each local 
church has members and the Lord provides all the necessary gifts for each local church to function 
properly – but it is up to each one of us to play our part. Members are active in the body; they 
exercise their God-given gifts & talents for the benefit of the whole body of Christ.  
1 Corinthians 12:27 “27 Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it”. Paul ends 
this section with EACH of you are a member of the body – meaning you belong, and you have a 
role to play. 
 

Who were members? 
Acts 4:4 4 But many of the people who heard their message believed it, so the number of men 
who believed now totaled about 5,000.” 

They counted the members.   
They knew how many “believers” there were. 
They also met to discuss business - Acts 6:2 2 So the Twelve called a meeting of all the 

believers. They said, “We apostles should spend our time teaching the word of God, not running a 
food program. 



Here they called a meeting of all believers. How did they know who were believers and who were 
not? They must have had a list of members. They knew who to invite to the meeting. It is biblical to 
have a list and to know who the members are. 

Discipline in the body 
Discipline in the body implies there were those who were “inside” the body – as in “members”, and 
those who were “outside” the body – as in “non-members”. Matthew 18:15-18 15 “If another 
believer sins against you, go privately and point out the offense. If the other person listens and 
confesses it, you have won that person back. 16 But if you are unsuccessful, take one or two others 
with you and go back again, so that everything you say may be confirmed by two or three 
witnesses. 17 If the person still refuses to listen, take your case to the church. Then if he or she 
won’t accept the church’s decision, treat that person as a pagan or a corrupt tax collector. 18 “I tell 
you the truth, whatever you forbid (bind) on earth will be forbidden in heaven, and whatever you 
permit (loose) on earth will be permitted in heaven). 
Jesus was giving the church the authority to exercise discipline – to not allow certain things (to 
“bind”) or to permit certain things (to “loose”). 1 Corinthians 5 “I can hardly believe the report 
about the sexual immorality going on among you—something that even pagans don’t do. I am told 
that a man in your church is living in sin with his stepmother. 2 You are so proud of yourselves, but 
you should be mourning in sorrow and shame. And you should remove this man from your 
fellowship). Paul tells them to remove that sinner from their fellowship. This sounds quite dramatic 
but in context it does not mean to kick them out of the church but to exclude them from 
membership.  
Why do I say that? Jesus says “treat them as pagans” Matthew 18:17; in 1 Corinthians 14:22 
Paul explains that tongues is a sign for unbelievers, so it means unbelievers also attended the 
churches – as we have today. 22 So you see that speaking in tongues is a sign, not for believers, 
but for unbelievers.” 
 
The way we would deal with this in Chartwell Village Church, is to apply Matthew 18:15. We 
would try to resolve the issue. If the brother or sister is prepared to repent and have someone walk 
alongside them to full restoration, then that is ideal. If they continue to “live in sin” and refuse to 
repent, then we would ask them to step down from membership. They are welcome to continue 
fellowshipping in the church. We would love them the same way we would any unbeliever who 
visits. I find it strange that a born-again believer would refuse to repent based on scripture; 
therefore I must assume they are not born again and therefore will not get into heaven; we would 
do everything possible to reach out to them in the same way as an unbeliever.  
In 2 Corinthians 2:6 Paul comes back to this situation where he said to remove the person in 1 
Corinthians 5. The person did subsequently repent and Paul says in verse 6 & 7: 6 For such a 
one, this punishment by the majority is enough, 7 so you should rather turn to forgive and comfort 
him, or he may be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow.” The moment the person repents, we need 
to love them back into membership. 
 
Notice also that this verse talks about “the majority” – we are not sure if was the majority of the 
church or the leadership, but it does mean they knew who could decide. It is most likely the church 
as he is addressing the Corinthian church. Jesus also says in Matthew 18:17 “take it to the 
church.” This means that they knew who the members were and could count the votes. 
 
Submission in the church also implies membership 
Hebrews 13:17 17 Obey your spiritual leaders, and do what they say. Their work is to watch over 
your souls, and they are accountable to God. This verse seems to imply that a specific group of 
people have committed to submit to a group of leaders. Who are the spiritual leaders accountable 
for if they cannot be identified? Who are the spiritual leaders accountable to if they cannot be 
identified? Membership involves submission and accountability. 
 
When Paul talks about the “flock” in Acts 20:28, who is he referring to? 
Acts 20:28 28 “So guard yourselves and God’s people. Feed and shepherd God’s flock—his 
church, purchased with his own blood—over which the Holy Spirit has appointed you as leaders. 



Church membership is implied here – that the leaders care for God’s people – a specifically 
defined group – His church. The leaders can care for anyone, but we are specifically charged with 
this responsibility of caring for God’s people. Who do we care for if we do not know who the flock 
is? 
 
What about being a member of the universal church vs the local church?  
I love the way John Piper describes the local church: “The local church is the visible expression of 
the universal church. To belong to the body means to belong to A body. It is not biblical to not be 
rooted in a local body.” You show that you are attached to Jesus by being attached to His local 
body. Why? 

Jesus is the head of His body (Ephesians 5:23 23 For a husband is the head of his wife as 
Christ is the head of the church) and…. We know just how much Jesus loves His church 
Ephesians 5:25 25 For husbands, this means love your wives, just as Christ loved the church. 
He gave up his life for her. 

 
Summary: 
Greg Gilbert (International Mission Board) summarises membership brilliantly when he said: “If 
someone understands and confesses the gospel rightly, the church is given authority by 
King Jesus to say, “Yes, you’re a genuine believer in Christ,” and is, therefore, to be 
baptized and join in the life of the church. If not, the church also has the authority, granted 
by the King, to say, “No, you don’t understand the gospel, you’re not confessing it and living 
according to it, and therefore we will not continue to affirm that you’re a Christian.” That’s 
the power of the keys Jesus gave to the church, and that ability to affirm who is confessing 
the gospel rightly and who is not - this is the outline of what we mean by the term “church 
membership.” 
 
Amen 


