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[Pray] 
Today we find ourselves in our fourth and final segment of our “Stop Dating the 
Church” series.  In this series we looked first at how Christ relates to the church – 
and we saw that like a husband who lays down His life for His bride, Jesus 
passionately loves His church and is committed to her sanctification.   
 
Then we looked at the two ways that the church is referred to in Scripture – as a 
Global entity and a Local entity.  The global church is made up everyone who 
has put their trust in Jesus for salvation regardless of when in history they lived 
or where in the world they called their home.  
 
But while the Global church is certainly a reality, in Scripture the emphasis is 
largely placed on the local church as the place where God works to sanctify His 
saints.  A local church is made up of specific people in a specific time and place 
who worship together and are committed to each other. 
 
Then last week we looked at how the local church is not primarily a human 
institution, but is actually God’s temple, the place where His Holy Spirit dwells.  
And as God’s home the local church is the most sacred place on earth, 
something that must be highly esteemed by everyone who claims to be His 
follower. 
 
And today we are looking at whether church membership is really a biblical 
concept.  After all the word “membership” never appears in scripture, and so 
much pain has been caused by it over the years.  In fact, in the last two weeks 
two totally unrelated women told me how they could never become members of a 
church. 
 
One may never attend again, and the other, while she still attends, will never be 
a member after a previous church kicked her and her family out over a minor 
disagreement.  The pain she experienced from those she had thought of as 
family runs so deep that even after more than a decade she isn’t ever willing to 
risk that again. 
 
And these aren’t localized instances, I suspect that all of us have experienced 
something significantly negative from the church or at least know of someone 
close to us who have been through something terrible.  The reality is that the 
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local church has a long history of being hard on its saints – especially those who 
have given themselves to it in membership. 
 
And this brings us up to today’s question.  With the church today having such a 
sordid history, many are rejecting formalized membership in favor of returning to 
church of the first century.  And the assumption in this move is that the 
commitment of formalized membership is really a modern phenomenon; 
something that is not consistent with first century Christianity. 
  
And if it is something we made up, and it causes so much pain, then we can be 
free to let it go; on the other hand, if it is biblical then it is something we need to 
respect, perhaps reform, but it is not something we can discard based on our 
personal preference. 
 
It should not come as a surprise today that my thesis is as follows:  A formalized 
membership is consistent with the church of the first century, can be 
backed up biblically and should be practiced today.   
 
Now, with this as my thesis I need to clarify something, and that is while the word 
“Membership” does not appear anywhere in scripture throughout the New 
Testament we can see several strong allusions to it and therefore affirm it as 
biblical.  And we do this with other things as well:  Take the Trinity for example.  
While the word “Trinity” does not occur in the Bible the words used to describe 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit are so strong that Christians from all generations 
have affirmed the unity of God manifest in three persons as a biblical truth. 
 
In a similar, but not quite as pronounced a way, church membership is something 
that while it is not named in scripture, is often alluded to leading Christians from 
all generations including the first, to accept it.  And we are going to look at a 
couple of those passages today.   
 
The first scripture I want to look at comes in 1 Corinthians 5:1-13, you will find 
that on page 808 in your pew Bibles.  Please turn there with me now. 
 
1 Cor 5 – Church Discipline 
 
1 Corinthians five, like Matthew 18 which was read earlier, is a text that 
discusses church discipline.  And when it comes to sensitive areas of discussion 
this falls right at the top of the list.  In fact, with the exception of one or possibly 
two situations every time I have heard the words “church discipline” it has been 
out of the mouths of people who have been hurt unjustly by the process. 
 
Now this is not a problem that we can take lightly, the fact that the church has 
sinned in the way it has carried out its mandate is grounds for a serious apology 
and repentance on our part.  But just as the existence of sickness within the 
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hospital is not a good reason to write off the medical system, sin within the 
church is not a good reason to write off the church.   
 
Keeping that in mind let’s read 1 Corinthians 5. 
 
[Read 1 Cor 5:1-13] 
 
Now today as we look at this text it is not primarily to examine the early church’s 
practice of discipline, but rather to look at membership.  But implicit in the 
concept of discipline is a firm understanding of who is in and who is out. 
 
In this text there is a guy in the church who is sleeping with his step-mother.  
Everyone knows about it, and yet no one is willing to confront this man. 
 
And so in verse two Paul says the church should be filled with grief and put this 
man out of their fellowship.  Verse five goes on to refer to this action as “handing 
the man over to Satan.” 
 
But what is essential to note here is that the only way Paul could speak of this 
man being kicked out of the fellowship was if he was officially part of the 
fellowship to begin with. 
 
Here is what I mean: Today is Remembrance Day and as we speak most of the 
Royal Canadian Legion members are down at city hall paying tribute to those 
who have fought for our freedom.   
 
Now the Legion is an exclusive club.  But here is an interesting thing.  I can never 
be kicked out of the Legion even though I don’t meet any of the requirements for 
membership.  I have not fought in the military, nor have my parents, nor have I 
ever been part of the cadets.  But the reason I can’t be expelled for not meeting 
these requirements is because I’m not a member.  Expulsion only makes sense 
in the context of organized membership. 
 
Dr. Donald Whitney, a seminary professor who specializes in church discipline 
writes, 

o “You can’t fire someone who doesn’t work for you.  You can’t vote to 
remove a government official elected by another country…In the same way, 
you can’t formally discipline someone who is in an informal relationship 
with you; you have no authority to do so.  These people in Corinth had 
voluntarily committed themselves to a formal relationship, and they knew 
who were official members of the church and who were ‘outside’”.

2
   

 
Now not only can no one who is outside be disciplined, but only those who are 
inside can discipline.   
 
Look again at verse four.   
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[Read 1 Corinthians 5:4-5] 
 
“When you are assembled…”  The discipline that Paul calls for here must be 
carried out in a very particular way.  Only when the “you” he refers to here are 
assembled, is this action to be taken.  So who is this “you”?  Is it just anyone who 
happens to be around when this letter is read?  How about a neighbour down the 
street who really doesn’t like this guy, does he get to discipline him? 
 
Of course not.  As we said last week, the plural “yous” in this book refer to a very 
specific group of people, they refer to the church of Corinth who gathered 
together regularly to worship and encourage each other.  And clearly this body 
had a very good idea about who was in the group and who was not. 
 
This is why down in verse 12 Paul says: 
 
[Read 1 Cor 5:12-13] 
 
So here we can see that church discipline required two things.  First it required 
that the offending person be a member of the church.  And second it required 
that the church knew who was in and who was out.  Without these two things 
established church discipline does not make any sense. 
 
And because the church in Corinth was practicing this kind of discipline implies 
that it had a formal understanding of membership. 
 
The question this leaves us with is “have I joined the church to the point that it 
would have the authority to discipline me if I had unrepentant sin in my life?” 
 
Acts 5 – Joining the Church 
The second text I want to look at is Acts chapter 5 starting in verse 1 so please 
turn there with me.  This is the story of Ananias and Sapphira.  It’s a story with a 
PG-13 rating and is one that most of our Sunday School teachers skipped over, 
but you remember how it goes. 
 
In the early days of the church Christians were selling their possessions and 
providing for each other.  And so Ananias and Sapphira also sold some land and 
gave some of the money to the church. 
 
But then they told everyone that they had given all the money from the sale to the 
church.  They wanted people to think they were more generous than they 
actually were. 
 
God struck them both dead for their lie and everyone else was filled with a very 
healthy respect for Who they were dealing with. 
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Now regardless of whether you like God’s action here or not let’s pick up reading 
the story starting in verse 11. 
[Read Acts 5:11-14] 
I want to zero in on one word that appears in verse 13 where it says “no one else 
dared join them…”   
 
Notice how in verse 12 the church was gathering together in Solomon’s 
Colonnade,  all the Christians were coming together – they weren’t hampered 
from gathering after the events of Ananias and Sapphira, but no non-Christians 
joined their group. 
 

I once heard a story of an underground church in China that one day had 
its doors stormed by several masked Chinese police.  While pointing guns 
around wildly the police told everyone they were going to be shot, but 
anyone who wasn’t a Christian was free to go.  Several people got up and 
left.  The threat was repeated a second and a third time, each time more 
people left the gathering until there were just a few people remaining 
along with the pastor. 

 
The threat was given one more time and this time no one left.  At this point 
the police removed their masks, threw their guns down and said “We want 
to become Christians, but with our lives on the line we had to know you 
were Christians too.” 

 
Like in China, in the first century it was a big deal to join the church.  With life on 
the line people took their commitment to Christ much more seriously than we do 
in Canada.   
 
The Greek word translated “join” here in verse 13 is a strong word.  It means “to 
glue or weld together, to attach one’s self to, or unite with”.3  It is the same word 
Paul later uses to describe the sexual union between a man and a woman.4     
 
As you can see this was not a casual relationship.  Rather it was as solid and 
meaningful a commitment as people knew anything about.   
 
Would you describe your relationship with the church as being concrete like this?  
Or are you much more free to come and go as you please?  In the first century 
people who dared call themselves followers of Christ welded themselves to each 
other in binding commitment. 
  
 
Metaphors of Scripture 
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The third argument I want to raise for the acceptance of church membership 
being a biblical concept are the pictures that are used to describe the church 
throughout scripture.   
 
The first picture I want to look at comes from Acts 20 where Paul refers to the 
church as sheep and admonishes the leaders of the church in Ephesus by saying  
 

Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you 
overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood. (Acts 20:28)  

 
The local church here is described as a flock.  Now we know from elsewhere in 
Scripture that flocks of sheep were not random gatherings of rams and ewes, 
instead shepherds knew their sheep well, and the sheep knew the voice of their 
own shepherds. 
 
As Jesus says, so deep was this relationship that any shepherd would leave the 
ninety-nine sheep he had to go and find the one he had lost. Shepherds knew 
who was in and who was out. 
 
The second picture comes from 1 Corinthians 12 where Paul describes the 
church in Corinth as a living organism.  He writes: 
 

Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.  (1 Cor 12:27) 
 
The relationship between sheep is nothing compared to this.  I’d really get my 
nose out of joint if my head gave up on its formal relationship with my neck.  
Body parts are committed to each other – if one hurts they all hurt. 
 
Beyond this the local church is also described as a family.  Paul writes to 
Timothy: 
 

if I am delayed, you will know how people ought to conduct themselves in God’s 
household, which is the church of the living God (1 Tim 3:15) 

 
When Nikki and her brother used to fight as kids her mom used to tell them “your 
friends will come and go, but you only really have each other”.  My mom would 
say “you can choose your friends but you’re stuck with your family”.  Mom’s sure 
have a way with words.   
 
But the point is clear, there is a difference between those who are in the family 
and those who are outside it – we know who belongs.   
 
And there are several other metaphors beyond these that all have similar 
implications – there was no such thing as a fluid, non-committal relationship 
between Christians and the church in the first century.     
… 
Now before we get to the practical application of this we should address the 
question of how the first century church kept track of who was a member and 
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who wasn’t.  Was there a formal list where members compiled their names, or 
did they have a less formal way of keeping track. 
 
To be completely honest we don’t know.  There is no record in the Bible of a 
written membership list, but we do have references to other lists in the church.  
For example in Ephesus Paul called for widows to be kept track of in this way.  
He says: 
 

No widow may be put on the list of widows unless she is over sixty, [and] has been faithful 
to her husband (1 Tim 5:9) 

 
If there was a list for widows it is at least possible if not probable that they also 
had a list for members.  But regardless of how they kept track, we know that 
Christians in the first century had a formal relationship with the church – a 
relationship that looked similar and functioned similarly to our current method of 
church membership. 
 
Now, does this mean church membership hasn’t been used in wrong ways to 
control or hurt people like the women I talked to earlier this week?  No, of course 
not.  In fact it should be no surprise to anyone here that the church is full of sin.  
But just because membership has been used sinfully in the past does not mean 
that we can write it off, just like when we stub our toe we can’t write off our 
relationship with our feet. 
 
As Christians we must have a formal relationship with the church, because this is 
the biblical precedent that has been established for us.   
 
Conclusion: 
As we come to the end of this series I am compelled by the Scriptures we have 
examined to urge you, if you are a Christian and have demonstrated your 
commitment to Christ in the waters of baptism what is holding you back from 
taking out membership and marrying the church? 
 
Your pastors, deacons and deaconesses are leading the church this direction 
because we love you and are deeply concerned for your souls.  Our greatest 
desire is to see you grow into the image of Christ. 
 
And indeed some of you love the church, perhaps you have been involved here 
for years and yet have held back from truly joining for various reasons.  Some of 
those reasons are significant, they may come from deep rooted pains or 
convictions in your past; but as followers of Christ, Jesus doesn’t give us the 
option of holding on to our past pains.  He demands that we lay them down at the 
foot of the cross and let Him carry them.  If this is you I urge you to go to Jesus in 
prayer.  Repent for holding on to the past and let Him heal you.   
 
If you would like help in this come and talk to me or one of our deacons.   
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To conclude this series I have four questions and answers you may be asking: 
 
 
First, What are the requirements for membership at Fort George Baptist? 
 Primarily you must be a Christian. And the New Testament breaks this 
down into two parts.  First you must put your faith in Jesus Christ believing that 
He alone can save you from your sins, and second you must be baptized which 
symbolizes your dying to your old ways of life and being raised to a new life in 
Christ.  We get this picture, among other places, from Peter’s words to the 
crowds in Acts 2 who asked him what they had to do to be saved.  He replied: 
 

"Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of 
your sins. (Acts 2:38) 

 
If you aren’t sure that you are a Christian this morning Jesus stands here with 
open arms.  Make the choice to trust in Him for your salvation.  And if you have 
done that, the first command He gives is to be baptized.   
 
Second, How long do I have to be a Christian in good standing before I can 
become a member? 

The answer is no time at all.  If you are a Christian and have been baptized 
then you can become a member.  The church is the place where Christ grows 
us into maturity – He is the one who does this work in us, we don’t have to 
have ourselves all figured out before we join. 

 
Third, Should I become a member if I am only going to be here a couple years? 

This can be a bit tricky, buy I would say if after visiting here for a couple 
months you decide this is where you are going to stay while you are here then 
take out or transfer your membership.  When you move we can transfer your 
membership to your next church without too much hassle.   
 
The risk however to not taking out membership in this kind of situation is 
substantial.  When Nikki and I lived in Korea we were part of a very 
transitional community.  English teachers were constantly coming and staying 
for a couple years and then leaving.  And those who said “Well I’m only here 
for a short time, I won’t get involved” ended up floundering in their faith and 
wasting their time.  Friends, live in the present, plug yourself in to the 
community of faith you find yourself surrounded by. 

 
Finally, How do I become a member at FGBC? 

Simply come and express your desire to me or one of the deacons.  Or if you 
would prefer, in the pew in front of you is a small welcome card.  Write your 
name and phone number on there and then write “I want to marry the church” 
or if you prefer just click the less exciting box that says “Desire Membership 
Information”.  I will contact you as soon as I return from Korea.  We will talk 
about what it means to be a member and eagerly welcome you in. 
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I pray that this series has given you a new passion and love for the church.  
And I pray that it has given you new priorities for life.  Because friends it is 
time to stop dating the church.  Fall in love and commit to the family of God. 


