
Introduction  

The issue of church 

membership raises a 

number of questions. For 

example one may ask if  

church membership is a 

requirement upon 

Christians or is it simply 

an option? Another may 

ask if church membership 

assumes involvement or is 

it enough to just be 

enlisted on the roll? 

Perhaps one may ask if it 

makes a difference at all to 

faith after all it may be 

argued that church 

membership as it is 

practiced today is not 

evident in the bible. 

Biblical Basis 

It is fair to say that church 

membership was not the 

same in the first century 

as it is today. Often there 

was only one church in the 

community so there were 

less churches to ‘shop 

around.’ It is likely there 

would be less of a process 

before entering a church 

than we may see today 

and perhaps initiation for 

both baptism and 

membership were quicker. 

This  sometimes leads 

people to assume that 

church membership as we 

know it does not exist in 

the bible. However it was 

clear that people were 

connected to their church 

as is reflected in lists of 

people associated with 

their church (1 Tim 5) and 

it is clear that church 

leaders and church 

members knew who was a 

member of the local 

church and who was not 

(1 Cor 5, 2 Cor 2:6). 

Therefore clear 

boundaries existed 

whereby church 

membership was known 

and understood. The 

notion that one was a 

Christian but not in the 

church is not evident in 

the bible. The absence of 

formal induction into a 

church community does 

not mean it did not exist 

and the fact that one could 

be excluded or included 

points to a clear marker 

that church membership 

exists in the bible.  

A Call to Commitment 

In the early church,  

membership is not treated 

as an option but rather it 

is assumed to be the 

reality for a Christian 

which is why it may be 

described as a call to 

commitment. One of the 

main reasons for being in 

the church is to let the 

leaders and other 

members know that the 

individual intends to be 

committed in attendance, 

financial giving, prayer 

and service. This 

commitment is mutual 

because  as a member one 

is assuring others in the  

church of their 

commitment to Christ in 

serving them and church 

members are then also 

committed to serve and 

love in return. This is what 

fosters discipleship and 

fellowship. One of the 

main differences between 

membership in the church 

and membership in 

another organisation is 

the analogy of the body 

used by Paul (1 Cor 12). In 

this sense commitment 

comes from the fact that 

Christians are joined 

together organically and a 

failure to embrace church 

membership is to mutilate 

oneself spiritually as well 

as others. Christians need 

each other to function 

properly and to live as 

disciples. Mutual 

obligation is spelled out in 

the bible in passages 

where the church is 

referred to as people who 

are ‘together’ (Eph 2:21-

22) and people who are in 

fellowship with ‘one 

another’ (Heb 13:1). 

Therefore church 

membership is viewed  as 

a responsibility rather 

than a loose affiliation.  

Reasonable 

Responsibility 

This principle means that 

church members have 

responsibilities to 

embrace that are both 

reasonable and helpful for 

everyone.  As stated these 

responsibilities are mainly 

understood as  attendance, 
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financial giving, prayer 

and service. It naturally 

follows then that 

membership entails 

involvement. If church is 

the household of faith (1 

Tim 3:15) it presumes that 

Christians are a part of 

that household and have a 

role to play and it involves 

all of these areas rather 

than one or two to the 

exclusion of others. 

Regular attendance 

reflects a living 

commitment to Christ, 

giving reveals where the 

treasure of our heart lies, 

prayer endorses our 

personal relationship with 

the Lord (shared with 

others in the church) and 

service shows something 

of the motivation behind 

our weekly timetable.   

Gospel Gains 

There are a number of 

gospel gains to be 

experienced through  a 

church that has a healthy 

outlook on church 

membership. The 

assurance of genuine faith 

and salvation in Jesus 

Christ is one such gain as 

the validity of a Christian’s 

testimony is endorsed 

through the leaders and 

fellow church members 

who approve  

membership. This is a 

highly encouraging and 

valuable experience for 

one’s walk with the Lord 

(John 20:23).  However, if 

this is true then the 

reverse also applies for 

another gospel gain is that 

church membership leads 

to clarity in relation to 

what is involved in the 

Christian life. By  joining 

the church one is 

accepting these 

responsibilities and stands 

against the notion that one 

can be an uninvolved 

member. Being an 

uninvolved member of the 

church is counter 

productive for it confuses 

real members (and non 

Christians) about what it 

means to be a Christian. A 

third gospel gain is that 

church membership 

prevents weaker 

Christians from straying in 

their faith whilst still 

considering themselves to 

be sheep. When the church 

is clear on the basics of 

church membership a 

barometer is given 

whereby one can test their 

own faith and especially so 

if they are drifting away. It 

becomes less possible to 

live as a ‘floating’ Christian 

and leads one toward a 

definite decision.  A fourth 

gospel gain is that it 

allows the leaders and 

members to understand 

how they are to disciple 

the flock. Leaders are 

encouraged to look after 

the flock (which is another 

benefit from church 

membership) and it is 

difficult to do this if one is 

not declaring themselves 

to be a member or failing 

to live as a member even if 

they are ‘on the list.’ This 

then provides a shape and 

direction to the church as 

a whole which is good for 

everyone involved. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion it is clear 

that church membership 

exists in the bible. For 

those of us who are 

already church members 

we are   challenged to 

reflect and think about our 

commitment and 

involvement to the church 

for this will affect how the 

body as a whole operates 

and will develop 

experiences of the 

Christian faith that only 

come through 

membership. 

Furthermore, the 

reflections on church 

membership show that it 

is at least inconsistent to 

declare faith in Christ 

whilst remaining aloof 

about church membership 

and gives pause for 

reflection. The most 

challenging element for 

both uninvolved members 

and Christians who have 

no desire to join a church 

is that it forces one to 

consider the genuineness 

of their own testimony 

which can have a positive 

outcome of leading one 

toward making a positive 

decision. 

“Just as a body, though one, has many parts, but all its many parts 

form one body, so it is with Christ.” (1 Cor 12:12) 


