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Covenant Membership | Why We Value the Church Body 
 

Every church has their own definition and application of church membership. Some churches 

regard all regular attenders as members, where you cease being a member if you stop coming. 

Others don’t have membership at all. Some have a membership role of thousands, but only a 

fraction of them still attend regularly. Some espouse membership merely for practical or legal 

purposes, while others attempt to pinpoint chapter and verse for their staunch practice of it. 

 

Before we take a biblical look at membership and consider how we define and practice it as a 

fellowship, it is helpful to expose some warped views of what church membership is not. 

 

CHURCH MEMBERSHIP IS NOT: 

 Simply a record of a box you once checked or a name on a roll or roster 

 Sentimental feeling or an expression of affection toward a familiar place  

 A means of salvation – “I was born in that church, grew up in that church, baptized in that 

church, a member of that church, and I’m going to die in that church.” 

 A club that we join – fits our preferences, styles, and tastes 

 A service provider – all about serving me, the individual 

 A political move – now I can hold office, vote, have control 

 

CHURCH MEMBERSHIP IS: 

A covenant relationship with a local fellowship to live in community with one another before God. 

 

Whether the early church practiced membership in similar ways or not, it is clear throughout the 

New Testament that believers not only identified with a local fellowship, but the leadership knew 

those whom they were responsible to shepherd. Though it may be a stretch to pinpoint “chapter 

and verse” when it comes to membership, Scripture clearly shows us what it looks like for the 

church to live as a community, a fellowship, an assembly, a body, the household of God – a family 

of families. 

 

A BIBLICAL LOOK A MEMBERSHIP 

 

As you read through the Acts of the Apostles, you clearly see the mission that Jesus gave His 

followers in Matthew 28:19-20 on full display. Making disciples is directly tied to their gathering 

together as local assemblies that worship God together, pray together, engage the Scriptures 

together, partake of the Lord’s table together, eat together, experience joy and suffering 

together – they live in community with one another. 
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Several passages specifically mention that those becoming disciples of Jesus were “added to the 

church” or “added to the Lord” (Acts 2:41, 47; 5:14; 11:24).  

 Then they that gladly received the word were baptized: and the same day there were added unto 

them about three thousand souls (Acts 2:41). 

 Praising God, and having favor with all the people. And the Lord added to the church daily such as 

should be saved (Acts 2:47). 

 And believers were the more added to the Lord, multitudes both of men and women (Acts 5:14). 

 ...And a great many people were added to the Lord (Acts 11:24b). 

 

Every portion of Scripture must be considered within its context, meaning, it is not sound to 

isolate a particular verse or passage and interpret it apart from the whole. The above texts in 

their context are all indicating that individuals were becoming disciples or followers of Jesus 

through faith. Consequently, they become part of the body of Christ, the church. We rightly 

understand from Scripture there is one body of Christ, which we refer to as the global or universal 

church. However, this church manifests itself in local expressions or gatherings.  

 

Studying through the New Testament we will not uncover any specific details concerning 

membership roles, a list of names, or guidelines to follow. However, we clearly discover what it 

looks like for the church to live in community as the church. Focusing on Acts alone we quickly 

notice the early church committed to each other, taking responsibility for each other, and 

affirming each other’s faith by protecting the gospel internally and promoting it externally. In this 

brief overview, let’s simply consider two “bookend” texts: 

 

 
42And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking of 

bread and the prayers. 43And awe came upon every soul, and many wonders and signs were being 

done through the apostles. 44And all who believed were together and had all things in common. 
45And they were selling their possessions and belongings and distributing the proceeds to all, as 

any had need. 46And day by day, attending the temple together and breaking bread in their homes, 

they received their food with glad and generous hearts, 47praising God and having favor with all 

the people. And the Lord added to their number day by day those who were being saved (Acts 

2:42-47). 

 

 
28Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you 

overseers, to care for the church of God, which he obtained with his own blood. 29I know that after 

my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; 30and from among your 

own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to draw away the disciples after them. 
31Therfore be alert, remembering that for three years I did not cease night or day to admonish 

every one with tears. 32And now I commend you to God and to the word of his grace, which is able 

to build you up and give you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified (Acts 20:28-32). 
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These texts help us identify what it looked like for the church to live in community with one 

another under the biblical oversight of Elders whose chief concern was to protect the gospel and 

shepherd those within their flock. In order for the Elders to shepherd well, they needed to know 

who was and who was not under their watch-care. We are not told how the early church Elders 

handled this practically. Thus, each local fellowship has the freedom to determine how to best 

exercise this watch-care for the good of their flock. 

 

At Waukesha Bible Church we value the practice of church membership as a covenant 

relationship. There are several places in Scripture where God entered into a covenant 

relationship with His people, and those relationships were marked by a sense of security, 

closeness, provision, and care. The example of covenant relationships is heavily prevalent 

throughout the Bible. We also practice such relationships in everyday life where we covenant 

(commit or bind ourselves) with another in areas such as marriage, mortgage, business ventures, 

and the like. 

 

Author Joshua Harris has written a book entitled, Stop Dating the Church: Fall in Love with the 

Family of God.” The title alone drives home the contrast between a casual relationship and a 

committed relationship, and accurately describes what happens in our cultural context.  Couples 

living together rather than getting married has become normative in our society. Any number of 

reasons can be given for this unwillingness to commit oneself to another. In this highly 

individualistic and selfish approach to relationships one or both individuals enjoy the benefits of 

a relationship without the responsibility that comes with personal commitment to invest over 

the long haul. One can simply choose to opt out whenever they want, for whatever reason they 

want, with no strings attached.  

 

It becomes very easy for us to treat the church body in the same way. With the convenience and 

opportunity to simply stop dating one church and start dating the church next door, down the 

street, or across town, it’s no wonder the idea of a covenant relationship within the church is met 

with the same cynicism and selfishness we see in other areas of our society. It’s easy for us to 

selfishly pursue what we can get out of church rather than how we can serve or give of ourselves; 

where we can partake of many or all of the benefits with little personal responsibility, 

accountability, or ownership; where we can opt out whenever we want, for whatever reason we 

want, with no strings attached. 

 

Choosing to covenant with each other involves several aspects that are not present in a casual 

relationship. One of the most evident is revealed when those who have covenanted together 

face difficult times. During personal or corporate difficulty, tragedy, or crisis it becomes more 

difficult to abandon ship when those trying storms of life hit hard. You are more likely to weather 

the storm and give of yourself to this relationship in which you are personally invested. Staying 

engaged and graciously working through the storms and trials produces a growth in grace that 

benefits the entire body.  
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Another aspect of a covenant relationship shows itself in the level of involvement. When you 

commit to something you are likely to invest more of yourself than if you were just casually 

acquainted. We regularly pray that our church family is generous in their gifting with one another 

(time, energy, resources, etc.). 

 

Another benefit of entering into a covenant relationship with the church family is accountability 

(watch-care). Many fear accountability or view it as purely negative, but accountability has 

everything to do with responsibilities within relationships. This is the place for the “one anothers” 

of Scripture to be lived out on the horizontal. Accountability values the relationship and expresses 

care for one another. Accountability is truly an act of love that requires humility, transparency, 

selflessness, dependence upon the Holy Spirit, and depth of a true relationship. Unfortunately, 

many never experience such a loving relationship. Instead, they have been exposed to judgment, 

legalism, selfishness, comparisons, and other damaging attitudes that create a very miserable 

form of accountability where guilt and shame dominate rather than love, healing, and hope.  

 

In a society that elevates individuality and independence, the Scriptures counter with an 

emphasis on community and interdependence.  Therefore, we value church membership as a 

covenant union between Waukesha Bible Church and the believer(s) choosing to enter into this 

formal relationship. This covenant communicates that both parties are committed to one 

another, will take responsibility for one another, and will protect the gospel internally and 

promote it externally.  While the practical implications for this fellowship are many, we are 

ultimately called to simply live like the church. This is most evident when we choose to love one 

another without condition, accept one another without requirement, forgive one another 

without limit, favor one another without reward, and serve one another without merit. This 

covenant relationship that we choose to enter must not be taken lightly, but held in honor and 

valued for the glory of God, the health of the church, and the advance of the gospel. 

 

METAPHORS OF THE CHURCH IN THE NEW TESTAMENT: 

 A Body (Romans 12:3-8; 1 Corinthians 12:1-31; Ephesians 4:11-16) 

 A Temple (1 Corinthians 3:1-23; 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1; Ephesians 2:11-22; 1 Peter 2:1-

12) 

 A Bride (Ephesians 5:22-33) 

 A Flock (John 10:1-18; Acts 20:28-32; First Peter 5:1-11) 

 A Family (Galatians 3:15-4:7; Ephesians 2:11-22; 1 Timothy 3:14-16) 
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>Gathering before God and others
for the purpose of joining two lives

>Vows pronounced/promised to
each other

>Symbols are exchanged (rings)
that serve as reminders of this
covenent

>This covenant is the formal
agreement that binds a man and
woman to each other in a
relationship, thus excluding other
partners or options from this
relationship

Activities enjoyed as a result of the 
relationship -

>Living together

>Making a home together

>Marital intimacy together

>Having/raising children together

>Shared confidences

>Interdependency

>Deepening and growing intimacy
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ILLUSTRATION: Viewing the Covenant of Membership through the Imagery of the Marriage 

Covenant 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This covenant must be taken seriously, valued completely, and honored exclusively. This 

covenant is the difference between a casual and committed relationship. Many today want the 

relational activities/benefits without the covenant/commitment. Sadly, we can pursue one 

without the other to the tragic demise and devaluing the covenant relationship by the following: 

  

1. We can have the covenant – the commitment, the vows, the “rules,” the structure – 

without the deepening of the relationship.  

Result = hollow, empty, dutiful, institutional…  

 

2. We can have the relational activities without the commitment, accountability, and 

interdependency of the covenant.  

Result = selfish, individual, shallow…  


