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Church Membership Is Important 

 

In the New Testament, people in churches are recognized as being in a community. 

Membership is often misunderstood, misapplied or not applied at all. 

Most people think of membership like belonging to a select club where “membership has 

its privileges.” 

That is not the way the Bible refers to membership. In 1 Corinthians Paul doesn’t say the 

church is like a body; he says the church is a body. The phrase he uses to describe the 

individual connectedness is we are “members of the body.” 

The word “member” in the Bible is more closely related to the medical word “member” 

than it is to the common cultural term. As an example, some of you who are reading may 

have lost a finger or toe in an accident. On that unfortunate day, you were dismembered. 

That’s the actual technical terminology. A member of your body was separated from the 

body. That is a tragic thing. 

Today in Western culture, being separated from the body of believers is not tragic. It’s 

almost normal.  

Why then do we have membership? Because regardless of how the culture sees it or 

Christians misunderstand it membership is not simply an opportunity to say,”I’m a part of 

a club”, but rather a scriptural expression of covenant connectedness to a church. 

Church membership is biblical and important. Membership is a reflection of the organic 

community already existing in the body. Paul says we are a body. Can one part say to the 

other, “I’m not part of you”? No, it is already a part.  

There is no such thing in the New Testament as a church without some recognition of 

belonging — of membership in community. People need membership commitment 

because they need to be connected to a Christian community. This is not just for the sake 

of the faith community, but also for the sake of the individual. 

Individualist Christianity is a myth and a damaging pursuit. Yes, at the nd of the day we 

are redeemed. We’re placed in the body. The Bible specifically says he has redeemed us. 

He has transferred us, Colossians 1 says, “from the domain of darkness into the kingdom 

of the Son he loves.” A kingdom has a king. The king has subjects and his kingdom has a 

community together where we function as God’s people. 
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God makes us a part of his larger family when we are born again and then we should 

covenant in a local body, live in community with them and agree to live by certain 

established godly principles and standards. 

Membership doesn’t save us but it enables us to grow and become spiritually mature in 

Christ. We should we be members of the body and each of us should also be able to 

express the value of membership.  

The universal Church — the Body of Christ (Romans 12:5) — is composed of true believers 

in Christ and local churches are to be microcosm of the universal Church. As believers, we 

have our names written in the Lamb’s book of life (Revelation 20:12). This is what is most 

important, however, it is also important to commit to a local church where we can give of 

our resources, serve others and be accountable. 

The Bible does not directly address the concept of formal church membership but there 

are several passages that strongly imply its existence in the early church. “And the Lord 

added to them day by day those that were being saved” (Acts 2:47). This verse indicates 

that salvation was a prerequisite for being “added” to the church. In Acts 2:41, it seems 

that someone was keeping a numerical record of those who were saved and thus joining 

the church. Churches today that require salvation before membership are simply following 

the biblical model. See also 2 Corinthians 6:14–18. 

There are other places in the New Testament that show the local church as a well-defined 

group. In Acts 6:3, the church in Jerusalem is told to hold elections: “Choose seven men 

from among you.” The phrase among you suggests a group of people distinct from others 

who were not “among” them. Simply put, the deacons were to be church members. 

 

Church membership is important because it helps define pastor’s responsibility. Hebrews 

13:17 instructs, “Have confidence in your leaders and submit to their authority, because 

they keep watch over you as those who must give an account.” For whom will a pastor give 

an account except the members of his own church? He is not responsible for all the 

Christians in the world, only for those under his care. Likewise, he is not responsible for 

all the people in his community, only for believers under his leadership — his church 

members. Membership in a local church is a way of voluntarily placing oneself under 

the spiritual authority of a pastor. 

Church membership is also important because, without it, there can be no accountability 

or church discipline. 1 Corinthians 5:1–13 teaches a church how to deal with blatant, 

unrepentant sin in its midst. In verses 12–13, the words inside and outside are used in 

reference to the church body. We only judge those who are “inside” the church — church 
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members. How can we know who is “inside” or “outside” the church without an official 

membership roll? See Matthew 18:17. 

Although there is no scriptural mandate for official church membership there is certainly 

nothing to prohibit it and it seems the early church was structured in such a way that 

people clearly knew if someone was “in” or “out” of the church. Church membership is a 

way of identifying oneself with a local body of believers and of making oneself 

accountable to proper spiritual leadership. Church membership is a statement of solidarity 

and like-mindedness (see Philippians 2:2). Church membership is also valuable for 

organizational purposes. It’s a way of determining who is allowed to vote on important 

church decisions and who is eligible for official church positions. Church membership is 

not required of Christians. It is simply a way of saying, “I am a Christian, and I believe this 

church is a good church.” 

When visiting local congregations, it may be a common question to hear: “Are you 

interested in being a member of this congregation?” The local church is not a country 

club. We are not trying to keep anyone out or produce some elite group. Rather, it is a 

matter of knowing who is part of our fellowship and how best to address the needs of all. 

We want as many as possible to be a part of our family but this brings responsibilities 

with it and we can perform these more efficiently by knowing with whom we are working. 

Here are some principles to consider: 

1. The distinction between the senses of the word “church” in Scripture is important. 

“Church” (ekklesia) refers to an assembly, group, or congregation. With reference to God’s 

people, the word is used in these senses: 

          A. Universal. This refers to all of God’s people no matter when or where (Heb 12:23). 

There is no universal organization and God adds us to this number when we are saved 

(Acts 2:47). 

          B. Local. We read about the church at Corinth (1 Cor 1:2) and the church of the 

Thessalonians (1 Thess 1:1). In our context of “church membership,” we are referring to a 

local group. The fact that local groups met and had responsibilities should tell us 

something about the need to be accountable within this context. Ideally, a local 

congregation is to have overseers (elders, shepherds) and deacons among their number 

(Phil 1:1). 
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C. Local assembled. Paul spoke of the Corinthians coming together “as a church” (1 Cor 

11:18) and the whole church assembling together (1 Cor 14:23). James speaks of those 

who would come into their assemblies (Jas 2:1-2). This requires regular meeting times and 

organized responsibilities. 

God wants Christians to assemble regularly. (Heb 10:25). This requires responsibility. For 

example, we are to encourage one another (Heb 10:24), edify one another (1 Cor 14), and 

partake of the Lord’s Supper together (1 Cor 11:18). If we do not know who is or is not 

part of our regular assembly and who is or is not available to participate we become 

hampered in our ability to carry out these “one another” responsibilities. 

2. A local church is compared to a flock with shepherds. Paul told the Ephesian elders, “Be 

on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you 

overseers…” (Acts 20:28; 1 Pet 5:2).  Jesus, as the Good Shepherd, calls His sheep “by name” 

(John 10:3). If shepherds do not know who is named among their flock, how can they do 

their job well? 

3. The flock has responsibility to submit to the shepherds. Christians are to submit to 

elders in a local congregation. The fact that they are called a “flock” with shepherds shows 

a relationship. The flock needs to listen and submit to shepherds. “Obey your leaders and 

submit to them, for they keep watch over your souls as those who will give an account. Let 

them do this with joy and not with grief, for this would be unprofitable for you.” (Heb 13:17). 

How can they do this if they don’t know who is and isn’t part of their charge? 

4. Christians are considered members of one another in the body (Rom 12:4-8; 1 Cor 

12:14-27). Various gifts and abilities are exercised in the context of a body with differing 

member functions. We are responsible toward one another but if we don’t know who is 

or isn’t actually a part of the group how do we function well? 

5. Every part of a body is responsible for doing its share. Read Ephesians 4:11-16. If every 

part is to do its share, then there must be some kind of organized understanding of what 

someone’s “share” is and how that will affect other members. We cannot know this if we 

have no way of keeping track who is or isn’t identified as part of our local group. 

6. Paul tried to identify himself with the church at Jerusalem (Acts 9:26). Because of his 

reputation as a persecutor, Barnabas stepped in to vouch for Paul so that from then on 

“he was with them” (v. 28). They knew Paul and Paul wanted to be identified with them. 

This also shows that a congregation has a right to make sure that whoever is among them 

is one who will help and not hurt them. 
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7. Identifying with a local church is simply the process of making it known that you want 

to be a responsible part of the group. You want to participate and have fellowship in what 

we do. You want to be with us. “Church membership” is recognition that you are part of 

our group and will share in the responsibilities. It need not be a real formal process. The 

elders may speak with you but this is to make sure we all understand one another and 

any questions may be addressed. 
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