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Part 3: What is a Church Member?           May 1, 2013 
 
Introduction 
We have already studied what the Scriptures mean by “church” — both 
in the universal and local aspects. Last time we examined the particular 
functions of a local church as an assembled group. Today we will look at 
the function of a church member as an individual. We are still exploring 
what Jesus meant when He said, “I will build My church” (Matt 16:18). 
 
Why Bother with Local Church Membership? 
In today’s American culture, church membership has fallen on hard 
times. Many people hop from church to church and of those that stick 
around, few want to commit themselves to membership. Some see 
themselves as members of the universal church and question why they 
would need to commit to membership if they already attend regularly. 
Others have challenged the very idea of church membership as 
unbiblical. So if there is so much confusion, why even bother with it? 
The answer is that we looking for a biblical prescription, not a cultural 
reaction to the issue. The Scriptures clearly imply that there were rolls 
or lists kept by the early church that documented the members of the 
church. Numbers such as 3,000 (Acts 2:41) and 5,000 (Acts 4:4) were 
not random guesses. These were groups of people that were added to 
the already existing number of believers in the Jerusalem church. There 
were other lists kept too, such as the roll for widows in dire need who 
met certain criteria (1 Tim 5:9). But a church membership roll serves 
two main functions: 1) It tells who belongs to a local church and who is 
allowed to partake in the benefits of membership; and 2) it protects the 
church flock from “wolves” by providing a mechanism for entry and exit 
from the group. 
 
Qualifications for Local Church Membership 
Various churches may have a widely varied selection of qualifications 
for membership, but again, we are concerned with the biblical 
prescription. There are four qualifications or prerequisites we can 
identify from the bible for admission into local church membership. 
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1) The first is regeneration. Church members must be born again. Peter 
preached a message of repentance in Acts 2:38, and those that believed 
were saved…and then added to the number. But conversion is 
something that occurs within a person and is invisible to the human 
eye. 2) Before becoming a church member, the person must also 
confess his faith in Christ as Lord (Rom 10:9). This is an outward 
testimony of the inward salvation that took place at conversion. 3) Luke 
also writes that the new converts in Jerusalem were baptized after they 
believed (Acts 2:41). This type of baptism involves immersion in water. 
The Great Commission indicates that making disciples involves the 
ordinance of baptism (Matt 28:18–20). Some Baptists use water 
baptism as a rite that automatically ushers you into membership in 
their local church. They draw this link because of the parallel with spirit 
baptism and membership in the universal church. However, there are 
examples like the Ethiopian eunuch, where a believer was baptized but 
not immediately added to a local church (Acts 8:26–39). Therefore it is 
better to see baptism as a prerequisite for membership, not a 
mechanism of entry into membership. What qualifies as a valid 
baptism? Any baptism by immersion whereby the individual also 
professes Christ as a public testimony of faith. It is preferable to do this 
in a local church setting, but not necessary. 4) The final qualification for 
local church membership is an orderly walk. There needs to be a good 
degree of conformity between the person’s profession of faith and his 
actual life. People who are knowingly and publicly engaged in sins that 
would merit church discipline should not be admitted into membership 
in the first place (1 Cor 5:9–13). A person who professes faith, but 
refuses to follow the Lord in valid believer’s baptism might also be 
refused membership on similar grounds. 
 
Dismissal from Local Church Membership 
There are three main reasons for removing someone from local church 
membership: death, transfer, and church discipline. Physical death is on 
here for obvious reasons, but we should note that it does not remove 
one from membership in the universal church. Born again believers are 
members for life…and beyond! The second category is a transfer. This 
occurs when a member relocates to a new area or perhaps joins a 
different church near his/her home. Some churches will provide letters 
of transfer while others will simply drop the person from the rolls once 
they have become a member at the new church. In either of these first 
two cases, the person is considered a member in good standing when 
they are dropped. This is not the case with the third category. 
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Church Discipline 
Church discipline refers to the final step in a process meant to turn a 
brother or sister away from sin. The process is outlined in 
Matthew 18:15–17. Notice that the goal at every step is to “gain a 
brother” (v. 15). However, if the person refuses to heed the admonition 
of his friend, multiple witnesses, and the church at large, he is to be put 
out of the membership and treated as a heathen and tax collector (i.e. 
as an unbeliever, v. 17). Church discipline (a.k.a. “excommunication”) is 
designed to protect the church from people who profess faith, but lack 
a key ingredient of faith: repentance. Faith and repentance are two 
sides of the same coin in Scripture. In other words, someone who 
professes to have repented, but refuses to repent now is the same 
thing as having someone who claims to have faith but refuses to 
believe. Church discipline is simply calling out this inconsistency and 
labeling the person according to his behavior. Those who are disciplined 
are “cast into the realm of Satan” (1 Cor 5:5) to be afflicted by the 
prince of this world. But how do we know if he is a true believer or not? 
This is where the proof is in the pudding. If he is a true believer, he will 
eventually repent and come back to the church. If not, he will remain 
apart from the church and die as an unrepentant unbeliever. If this is 
the case, he will have shown that his true allegiance was to his father, 
the devil (John 8:44). But remember, the church discipline process is 
not meant to be a club to beat someone down. At any point when the 
person repents, the whole process comes to a halt and the person is 
restored. Does this mean the church is always right? Not necessarily. 
The Catholic Church has excommunicated thousands of true believers 
throughout its history because they challenged the entrenched Catholic 
dogma with sound biblical doctrine. In the end, Christ will be the final 
judge. 
 
The Lord’s Table 
When someone is disciplined out of the church, the church is told not to 
keep company or even eat with such a person (1 Cor 5:11). Part of that 
fellowship and eating includes the Lord’s Supper (communion). Recall 
that the ordinance of the Lord’s table is designed to be a visible sign of 
the gospel. It is a memorial of what Christ has done for believers on the 
cross and the fellowship they share with Him. But this is not for 
unbelievers. If the disciplined member is to be cast out and treated as 
an unbeliever, communion should be withheld from this unrepentant 
person. Again, the purpose is not to bash the person, but to serve as a 
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warning to other believers that unrepentance is inconsistent with 
biblical Christianity and is considered a hallmark of unbelief. 
 
All of the above qualifications for membership and reasons for dismissal 
are designed to protect one thing: the purity of a regenerate 
membership. This is especially critical in churches with a congregational 
polity. If the membership becomes overrun by unbelievers, it is likely to 
become very tolerant of false teaching and sins of all sorts. Additionally, 
the church will stop carrying out its Great Commission mandate and will 
quickly become irrelevant. This is what happened with the Puritan 
churches. 75% of all Americans at the time of the Revolutionary War 
could trace their lineage back through a puritan settler. And yet not a 
single puritan church exists today. Why? The puritans had a halfway 
covenant which allowed baptized infants of puritan parents to become 
“halfway members” as children. When these children reached 
adulthood, many became full voting members, but several were 
actually unbelievers. Over time the number of unbelieving puritan 
members and pastors outnumbered those who were true believers. The 
unbelieving pastors rose to key denominational leadership positions 
and began forcing godly pastors from their pulpits, replacing them with 
unbelievers. Puritanism became extinct within a generation. It 
crumbled from the top down. The point is that a church membership 
which tolerates unbelievers in its ranks is headed for disaster. 
 
Service in the Local Church 
Returning to the question of “What is a church member?” we also need 
to examine what a member does within the local church. Each member 
is called to serve in some capacity within the local church body. Christ 
has gifted each person uniquely to help meet the needs of others in the 
church. The idea of Christians who are simply pew warmers once a 
week is completely unbiblical. 
 
Spiritual Gifts 
Every born again believer has been given one or more gifts by the Holy 
Spirit at the moment of conversion. There are no exceptions. These gifts 
vary widely in terms of their application, the visibility of the gift, and the 
setting in which it can be exercised. But all are equally important for the 
proper functioning and edification of a local church body (Eph 4:12). 
Many gifts are listed in Scripture (1 Cor 12–14; Rom 12:1–8; Eph 4:1–16) 
and all are meant for the service of the body of Christ (1 Pet 4:10–11). 
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The Attitude of a Servant 
Coupled with one’s spiritual gift must come an attitude of service. A 
person could possess every gift in the book, but if he doesn’t use them 
having a proper attitude of love it would be worthless (1 Cor 13). When 
we consider the attitude of a servant, the ultimate example that comes 
to mind is Christ Himself. His desire was to serve (John 13:1–17) with an 
attitude of humility (Phil 2:1–11). This should be our attitude as well. 
 
Summary of Church Membership 
So what is church membership? Think about what church discipline is: 
an official declaration by a local church that a person is an unbeliever 
who lacks the defining Christian hallmark of repentance. Church 
membership is just the opposite. It is an official declaration by a local 
church that a person is a true Christian, having a character and conduct 
consistent with a Christian testimony, and who is seeking to employ his 
or her gifts in the service of the local body. Many people come up with 
all kinds of reasons to avoid church membership. But perhaps we would 
do better to ask, “Why would I not want these things declared of me?” 
 
Interaction with Culture 
While each church member has been gifted to fulfill a unique role 
within the local body, most members will spend the majority of their 
time apart from the assembled church. So how do church members 
interact with the culture around them?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Church Civic Kingdom 
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Before answering that question, it can be helpful to understand the 
Christian’s relationship to three “spheres”: church, civic, and kingdom. 
Each has a bearing on how the Christian conducts him/herself 
throughout life. Confusing these three spheres can lead to a 
misdirected approach to a believer’s day to day activities and long-term 
goals. 
 
Church 
Every born again believer today exists and operates within the sphere 
of the church. Christ is the head of the church (Eph 5:23). As a member 
of a local church, the Christian should be engaged in the activities 
outlined above and in part 2. The mission for the local church revolves 
specifically around the Great Commission (Matt 28:18–20). Social and 
civic activities like charitable work (running orphanages, hospitals, 
homeless shelters, building houses, etc.), political or legal activism, and 
technological or scientific pursuits do not fall under the purview of the 
church. There are some areas where the church is called upon to care 
for the temporal or benevolent needs of its own members (e.g. widows, 
1 Tim 5:3–16; poor saints, 1 Cor 16:1–4; Phil 4:15), but those are 
limited. Its primary focus should be on the task of the Great 
Commission. The extent to which a church is fulfilling the Great 
Commission is the extent to which a church is succeeding (see part 4). 
This means that if the church’s activities are not furthering the Great 
Commission, it is failing at its task. 
 
Civic 
As human beings, every believer also exists and operates within the 
civic sphere. God the Father, as the King of all creation, also rules over 
and controls the civic or societal sphere. Many Christians will refer to 
this sphere as containing all things “secular.” That is true in a sense, but 
this sphere is not inherently evil (i.e. in the sense of being worldly). 
Within this sphere, God has given mankind the dominion mandate 
(Gen 1:28–30). People have dominion to multiply and subdue the earth 
and all its inhabitants. The term subdue is very broad in scope and 
includes things such as settling unpopulated areas, domestication of 
animals, management of natural resources, having authority over all 
created things, and mastering creation through scientific and 
technological progress. In this sphere we also find human governments 
which are given the biblical mandate to uphold what is good and punish 
what is evil (Rom 13:4). Christians are to obey the government 
inasmuch as the government does not require the believer to sin 
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(Rom 13:1–3; cf. Acts 4:19–20). This also includes paying taxes 
(Matt 22:21; Rom 13:6–7). There are many other activities that fall 
within this sphere that could be counted “good” on a societal level: 
helping the poor, feeding the hungry, providing medical care and 
education, investing in worthwhile companies and products, 
participating in politics or law, community events, neighborhood 
renovation and cleanup, etc. As Christians, we are told to do good to all, 
especially those who are of the household of faith (Gal 6:9–10). This 
means we should place a priority on helping other believers, but still do 
good to all people by engaging civic society in some of the ways 
mentioned above. But notice that this command is laid upon individual 
believers, not the church as a whole. The church should not expect its 
members to engage in a particular aspect of society as though it were a 
duty. The church’s only mandate is Great Commission activities. 
 
Kingdom 
Every church-age believer is counted as a citizen of the future Millennial 
Kingdom (Eph 2:19; Col 1:13). The entry requirement for the future 
kingdom is to be born again (John 3:3, 5). The kingdom of God is not a 
present reality today (Luke 19:11–28), but it will come into full effect 
after Jesus returns to the earth at His Second Coming (Rev 19, 20:1–6). 
This kingdom will be earthly, with Jesus reigning from Jerusalem as the 
King of Israel, and Israel as the head of the nations. Church-age saints 
will also be present in their resurrected bodies. The church will enjoy a 
place of prominence as the church of the firstborn (see part 1), but will 
also be joined by other resurrected saints from the Old Testament and 
tribulation periods. The kingdom will in many ways be a utopian kind of 
society. The entirety of kingdom culture will be Christ-centered from 
top to bottom. Additionally, the kind of miracles Jesus performed 
during His earthly ministry will be commonplace. Integral with kingdom 
culture is a mandate to care and provide for the sick, the needy, the 
poor, and the downtrodden. Jesus Himself provided many of these 
benefits to people when He offered them the kingdom at His first 
coming. But that generation of Jews rejected both the Messianic King 
and His kingdom when they crucified Jesus on the cross. When the 
kingdom is finally reestablished, it will be an extension of the Old 
Testament kingdom of Israel, although many things will be different. 
There is far too much material to discuss the topic fully in this space, 
but suffice it to say that every major and minor prophet in the Old 
Testament spoke of this coming kingdom. What is pertinent to our 
discussion is that many of the social benefits and mandates for that era 
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were displayed in the public ministry of Jesus. Many Christians today 
will use the slogan “What would Jesus do?” as a pattern for ministry. 
While this can be true to an extent, many of Jesus’ ministry activities 
like healing the sick, feeding the hungry, etc. were kingdom-related 
activities, and do not fall under the mission mandate of the church. The 
church will fully enjoy those things once it enters the kingdom, but 
many physical and social benefits await fulfillment in that future time. 
(E.g. both physical and spiritual healing are promised in the atonement 
(Matt 8:16–17; cf. Isa 53:4–5), but believers’ physical bodies will not be 
fully physically healed en masse until they are resurrected.) The point is 
that while kingdom life remains an expectant hope for the church, it is 
not a mandated pattern for church ministry today. Our gospel is a 
message of spiritual hope and deliverance, not a promise of immediate 
release from physical and societal ills. 
 
Conflating the Spheres 
The above three sphere approach is based on a dispensational, 
premillennial understanding of the Scriptures. When we venture into 
other theological systems, we start to see one or more of these spheres 
being conflated together. 
 
Many main-line denominations, evangelicals and even progressive 
dispensationalists will combine the church and kingdom into one 
sphere. This has the practical effect of making social and physical 
ministries part of the mission of the church. Unfortunately, many of 
these have abandoned sharing the gospel in favor of doing charitable 
social acts. They are trying to “be” Jesus to others through their actions 
(they call this “incarnational ministry”) but they fail to tell them who 
Jesus is (i.e. share the gospel). This charitable effort that is devoid of 
any evangelistic message has been dubbed “the social gospel.” 
 
Other groups like Christian theonomists will merge the church and civic 
spheres into one. Theonomists have as their goal the Christianization of 
culture. They want to see America made into a fully “Christian nation.” 
Historically, they have worked through political groups like the Religious 
Right and the Christian Coalition to attempt to bring this about. While 
the idea of this sounds good, every historical attempt to “Christianize” a 
society by fiat has had devastating results for the church. When 
Christianity is forced upon people many will make false professions of 
faith out of fear of being punished by the authorities, rather than out of 
true repentance and fear of God. Once the church starts labeling these 
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unbelievers as “Christians,” it can lead to unregenerate church 
members, false teachers, unchecked sin, and an utter lack of clarity on 
what the true gospel is. Baptists were actually the ones to first suggest 
the idea of separation of church and state. They were being persecuted 
in the New England colonies which practiced state-sponsored 
Puritanism and in the Southern colonies which practiced state-
sponsored Anglicanism. 
 
The group that has perhaps gone the farthest is the Roman Catholic 
Church. They have conflated all three of the spheres. Catholic churches 
practice rituals that are overseen by priests — many of which resemble 
the Old Testament priesthood and sacrificial system. There are also 
several Catholic missions aimed at specific physical or societal ills. 
Furthermore the hierarchy of the church has been very active 
politically. At the height of its power, the Catholic Church was installing 
and deposing kings in medieval Europe. This monopoly contributed to a 
runaway theological system that no longer adhered to the true gospel, 
and led to the eventual murder of thousands of born-again Protestants, 
both before and during the Reformation period. 
 
Separation 
Coming back to an earlier question, how are church members to 
interact with the culture around them? The first way is to understand 
what is meant by holiness. We are to be holy as God is holy             
(1 Pet 1:15–16). The term itself implies separation. As God’s people, we 
are to be separate from sin and worldliness. This means a church 
member does not engage in those aspects of culture which are sinful or 
worldly. We are to live morally upright lives and be salt and light to 
those around us (Matt 5:13–16). But holiness doesn’t only mean being 
separate from evil. We are also to be separated unto the Lord. The 
major theme of the book of Leviticus is holiness, and one major idea it 
draws out is that the priests and the Israelites were consecrated unto 
the Lord. Even today, we are called to be a holy people, separated unto 
the Lord for His use. Perhaps the best example of this will be in the 
Millennial Kingdom when even the cooking pots will be branded with 
the phrase “holiness unto the Lord” (Zech 14:20–21). Paul uses the 
analogy of clothing to describe this process of sanctification. We are to 
“put off” every kind of evil and “put on” every kind of good     
(Eph 4:20–24). Practically speaking, this may mean avoiding certain 
businesses, movies, parties, or other things that draw us away from 
God — even if they are popular. On the positive side, we should be 
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living lives that are distinctly Christian. Unbelievers should be able to 
identify us by our distinct Christian hallmarks like love, humility, prayer, 
thankfulness, etc. 
 
At times we may also need to separate from another “Christian” — 
either individually or on a church-wide level. We should not be doing 
Great Commission activities with someone who teaches a different 
gospel (Gal 1:6–9). To do so would pollute the purity of the gospel 
message. But we should also not engage in Great Commission activities 
with someone who calls that false teacher a “Christian”     
(2 Thess 3:14–15). That would harm the clarity of the gospel message. 
The specifics of what this separation looks like can vary from case to 
case. But it may mean occasionally turning down ministry opportunities 
to protect the purity and clarity of your own gospel witness. 
 
The Role of an Ambassador 
As church members who live in a civic society, our role can best be 
defined as ambassadors. As Christ’s ambassadors, we represent the 
King and declare His message of salvation to all who will hear 
(2 Cor 5:20). Just as earthly ambassadors dwell in foreign lands, we also 
reside here on earth as pilgrims and strangers (Heb 11:13). Our job is 
not to cozy up to the culture and the temporal things of earth. Our 
mission is to prepare ourselves and others for the arrival of the King by 
making new citizens of the kingdom (disciples) and maturing them into 
the likeness of the King (Christ). Think about that next time you bump 
into someone at the grocery store, or sit down by a coworker, or have a 
family gathering. Why are you there, in that moment, with that person 
or group? You’re there to represent Christ in your character, your 
actions, and your message. We all have this high calling. But it’s up to us 
what to do with it. 
 
Conclusion 
Church members have a tremendous responsibility as servants and 
ambassadors. Not only are they charged with carrying out these 
responsibilities, they are also collectively tasked with safeguarding a 
regenerate membership so the work of the Great Commission will 
continue with each successive generation. Christ has given us the tools 
we need to carry out this mission. But we need each other. And 
together with other members, we can experience the joy of faithfully 
serving our Lord and Master, Jesus Christ!        ~AWB 


