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Why This is Necessary 

 Meaningful church membership disappeared somewhere along the way in church history. 

Gone are the days of people waiting a year or years to be approved for church membership. 

Instead, they have been replaced with immediate approval at the end of the church service by the 

votes of an ignorant congregation. These practices have fueled church-hopping, bloated 

membership statistics, and an attitude toward church membership akin to that of a country club. 

Requirements for membership today are almost nonexistent. We are content with a warm body. 

Many members in our churches cannot even clearly articulate the Gospel. Our membership 

processes are desperate for change. 

 Church leaders around the country are scratching their heads, wondering why they cannot 

get their members to commit to anything. One answer is that you never got them to commit to 

membership. Members see themselves as exactly that, members. They think of their membership 

as something that is in their own hands. They can come and go as they please. The church exists 

for their benefit. A biblical idea of church membership is more of a covenant partnership. Church 

members are partnering together for the glory of God and mutual edification. If we are concerned 

with how the visible church reflects the name of Christ, then how could we be more concerned 

with how we choose our business partners than how we choose our church partners? 

 Meaningful church membership is the first step in a strategic and effective plan for 

discipleship. A thorough membership process sets the tone right out of the gate. When someone 

has been asked the appropriate questions, vetted appropriately, made a time commitment to 

learn, and is willing to commit to a covenant, they are much more likely to see themselves as 

contributors in the ministry of the church rather than consumers.  
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It is going to be very difficult to start working through church discipline with someone 

that never knew that was even a thing. They will feel like their rights are being violated when 

they are confronted about their sin with no awareness that such an interaction could ever happen. 

Without membership expectations clearly laid out, it will be a much more frustrating 

conversation to notify someone that they have been removed from church membership when 

they show up to vote after being absent for 18 months. Good luck trying to convince existing 

members to commit to being held accountable for evangelism under the old membership process. 

How can you expect anything out of them now if you never asked anything of them to begin 

with? 

 Meaningful church membership will not make a church healthy on its own, but a church 

cannot be healthy without it. Furthermore, covenant membership will not only strengthen your 

own congregation, but it will strengthen other congregations around you. The process will work 

best when everyone embraces it together. This will keep churches from fighting over people and 

“growing” by moving Christians around. Church growth often does not equal Kingdom growth. 

We need to be concerned with Kingdom growth. This means that your church might not be the 

best church for someone to partner with, even if they do want to join. They might be more 

effective at a church closer to home. They might need to go back to their home church and 

pursue reconciliation with someone that has wronged them. They might need to be refused 

membership altogether because they do not reflect the name of Christ well. What good is it to 

welcome a new member that you must start church discipline with immediately?  

Thus, I am proposing herein a thorough, rigorous process for church membership that 

seeks to bring glory to God by covenanting together believers that reflect Christ and work to 

build His Kingdom. 
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Reasons to Refuse Membership 

I. The aspiring member cannot clearly communicate the Gospel and their repentance 

from their sins and trust in Christ and Christ alone for salvation. 

II. The aspiring member has not practiced believer’s baptism and refuses to be baptized. 

III. The aspiring member has left their previous church for unrighteous reasons. It does 

God’s Kingdom no good to reinforce the practice of “church-hopping” by embracing 

aspiring members that have left their churches because they are simply unhappy or 

unwilling to deal with confrontation or church discipline at their home church.  

IV. The aspiring member lives outside of the community and would not be able to be 

faithfully involved in the church and community because of the geographic distance 

from the church. Wisdom and discernment must be practiced here. For example, a 

church in rural Montana will be different than rural North Carolina. Furthermore, the 

existence or lack of other biblical, healthy-ish churches in the aspiring believer’s 

community should be taken into consideration. It should be our desire for Kingdom 

growth rather than church growth. Therefore, we should seek to place people in the 

churches that they will be most effective in reaching their community. The following 

distances are conservative suggestions: 

a. Rural areas – 30 minutes  

b. Suburban areas – 20 minutes 

c. Urban areas – 15 minutes 

V. The aspiring member is living a life contradictory to the membership covenant. 

VI. The aspiring member refuses to follow in the membership process and covenant. 

 



4 

 

Initial Screening Questions 

 When someone approaches the pastor about membership in the church, the following 

questions should be asked before beginning the membership process.  

I. Are you a follower of Christ? 

II. What is the Gospel? 

III. What is your experience of salvation? 

IV. Have you been baptized? If so, when and where? 

V. Are you currently a member of a church? If so, where? How long have you been a 

member of that church? 

VI. Why do you want to leave your current church? 

VII. Why do you want to join this church? 

VIII. Where do you live? 

IX. If the aspiring member has acceptably answered all previous questions, ask, “Are you 

willing to follow in a thorough membership process, which includes providing 

references, taking a membership class, reading a book, having a background check, 

and signing a membership covenant?” 
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References 

 If the aspiring member has acceptably answered all the initial screening questions, the 

next step is to have them give references that will be contacted and interviewed. Keep in mind 

that these interviews also present potential opportunities for evangelism. If possible, it is highly 

recommended to conduct these interviews in person. This gives more opportunities for 

evangelism and provides people in the community with a better understanding of your church. 

Before you begin the questions, explain to the references who you are and why you are speaking 

with them.  

Some of these questions are more applicable to Christians that are moving from another 

church. If this is a new believer, then craft the questions in a way that helps to find out if there 

are any specific areas in their life in which they need discipleship. For instance, do they have 

anger issues, authority issues, specific character issues, etc? By identifying these, you will have a 

better idea of how to move forward in their discipleship, and they will have an opportunity to 

change and show the people in their life how Christ has made them into a new person.  

I. If applicable, current pastor. 

a. Are you familiar with a member named      ? 

b. Are you aware that they are seeking membership at another church? 

c. Can you tell me why they might be seeking to move their membership? 

d. How long have they been a member of your church? 

e. Were they a member of a different church prior to yours? 

f. If so, what was their reason for leaving that church and joining yours? 

g. Have they been a faithful attendee at your church? 

h. Have they been involved in ministry at your church? 
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i. What can you tell me about the faithfulness and character of this person? 

j. Would you recommend moving their membership to our church? 

II. If applicable, current employer. 

a. Are you familiar with an employee named      ? 

b. How long have they worked for you? 

c. How would you describe their work ethic? 

d. How would you describe their honesty, integrity, and character? 

e. Do they get along with management and coworkers? 

f. Is there anything I haven’t asked that you would like to share with me? 

g. If this person becomes a member of our church, do you think they would reflect 

Christ well with our church? 

III. If applicable, current coworker. 

a. Are you familiar with a coworker named      ? 

b. How long have you worked with them? 

c. How would you describe their work ethic? 

d. How would you describe their honesty, integrity, and character? 

e. Do they get along with management and coworkers? 

f. Is there anything I haven’t asked that you would like to share with me? 

g. If this person becomes a member of our church, do you think they would reflect 

Christ well with our church? 

IV. Immediate family member. 

a. What is your relationship to       ? 

b. How close are you to this person? 
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c. How would you describe their honesty, integrity, and character? 

d. Do they get along with their family members and friends? 

e. Is there anything I haven’t asked that you would like to share with me? 

f. If this person becomes a member of our church, do you think they would reflect 

Christ well with our church? 

V. Non-Christian Friend 

a. What is your relationship to       ? 

b. How close are you to this person? 

c. How would you describe their honesty, integrity, and character? 

d. Do they get along with their friends and family? 

e. Is there anything I haven’t asked that you would like to share with me? 

f. If this person becomes a member of our church, do you think they would reflect 

Christ well with our church? 

VI. Christian Friend 

a. What is your relationship to       ? 

b. How close are you to this person? 

c. How would you describe their honesty, integrity, and character? 

d. Do they get along with their friends and family? 

e. If applicable, what can you tell me about their previous church memberships? 

f. Is there anything I haven’t asked that you would like to share with me? 

g. If this person becomes a member of our church, do you think they would reflect 

Christ well with our church? 
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Membership Class 

 Many churches have membership classes, and those classes are done in a variety of ways. 

Some churches have a short, one-time class. Some churches have a one-time, all-day class. Some 

churches make it a weekend event. Some churches make it a series of classes alongside their 

Sunday school classes. There is freedom here, but I strongly advise against a short, one to two-

hour class. This simply does not give enough time for a proper, thorough education of the church 

and what it means to be a covenant member of a local body of believers. Membership class 

curriculum must be customized by each individual church, but I will present a foundational 

outline that should guide the process.1 

I. Foundational Beliefs 

II. Distinctive Beliefs 

III. What is a church? 

IV. What does it mean to be a covenant member? 

V. Church Purpose 

VI. Church Mission 

VII. Church Vision 

VIII. History of the Church 

IX. Discipleship Process 

X. Ministries of the Church 

XI. Opportunities to Serve 

                                                 
1 Dan Garland, “Three sample formats for your new member class.,” Lifeway, October 14, 

2008, http://www.lifeway.com/Article/Sample-formats-for-your-new-member-class. (accessed January 30, 2017). 

Lifeway has sample membership class outlines at the link listed. 

http://www.lifeway.com/Article/Sample-formats-for-your-new-member-class.
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Membership Covenant2 

I covenant: 

I. To submit to the authority of the Scriptures as the final arbiter on all issues (Psalm 

119; 2 Timothy 3:14-17; 2 Peter 1:19-21). 

II. To attend weekly worship services and small group meetings regularly, not making a 

practice of neglecting our meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing 

(Hebrews 10:24-25). 

III. To make prayer (1 Thessalonians 5:17) and the study of God’s Word regular 

practices in my life outside of church gatherings, recognizing that “All Scripture is 

inspired by God and is profitable for teaching, for rebuking, for correcting, for 

training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be complete, equipped for 

every good work”3 (2 Timothy 3:16-17).  

IV. To practice regular evangelism, recognizing the Great Commission (Matthew 28:18-

20) as a commandment for all believers. Therefore, I will share the Gospel of sin and 

salvation through Jesus Christ at least once every 3 months with an unbeliever.  

V. To follow the command and example of Jesus by participating in the ordinances 

prescribed to his church: 

a. By being baptized after my conversion (Acts 2:38).  

                                                 
2 Village Church, “Membership Covenant,” Village Church, February 23, 

2014, http://thevillagechurch.net/mediafiles/uploaded/m/0e3030507_1416247193_membership-

covenant.pdf (accessed January 30, 2017). Some parts of this covenant have been taken from the Village Church’s 

covenant. 

 
3 All Scripture citations will be taken from the Holman Christian Standard Bible unless noted otherwise. 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Psalm%20119
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Psalm%20119
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Tim%203.14-17
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/2%20Pet%201.19-21
http://thevillagechurch.net/mediafiles/uploaded/m/0e3030507_1416247193_membership-covenant.pdf
http://thevillagechurch.net/mediafiles/uploaded/m/0e3030507_1416247193_membership-covenant.pdf
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b. By regularly remembering and celebrating the person and work of Christ through 

communion (Luke 22:19-20).  

VI. To practice stewardship of my financial resources, time, talents, and spiritual gifts, 

“not reluctantly or out of necessity, for God loves a cheerful giver” (2 Corinthians 

9:7; Romans 12:1-2). 

VII. To practice the biblical process of confrontation with my brothers and sisters in 

Christ, as given by Jesus in Matthew 18:15-20. Thus, if another member of the 

church has sinned against me, I will first take my concern to them personally before 

addressing the issue with others. If a personal confrontation does not lead to 

reconciliation, I will get two or three other trusted church members to come along for 

another meeting. If this does not lead to reconciliation, I will take my concerns to 

church leadership.   

VIII. To not practice habitual laziness. Instead, I will use my body and talents to the best of 

my ability to work and not “walk irresponsibly, not working at all, but interfering 

with the work of others” (2 Thessalonians 3:11).  

IX. To practice complete chastity unless married and, if married, complete fidelity within 

heterosexual and monogamous marriage. Complete chastity and fidelity means, 

among other things, that regardless of my marital status, I will pursue purity and 

abstain from sexually immoral practices such as adultery, premarital sex, and 

pornography (Romans 13:11-14; 1 Corinthians 6:15-20, 1 Corinthians 

10:8; Ephesians 5:3; 1 Thessalonians 4:1-8; Hebrews 13:4). 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom%2013.11-14
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Cor%206.15-20
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Cor%2010.8
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Cor%2010.8
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Eph%205.3
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Thess%204.1-8
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Heb%2013.4
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X. To preserve the gift of marriage and agree to walk through the steps of marriage 

reconciliation at the church rather than pursuing a divorce from my spouse (Matthew 

19:1-12; Mark 10:1-12; Luke 16:18; 1 Corinthians 7:10-11). 

XI. To not seek a remarriage if I have previously been divorced for any reasons other 

than Christ’s exception in Matthew 19:9 or Paul’s in 1 Corinthians 7:10-16. 

Consequently, I will not seek a marriage with someone that has been divorced for any 

other reasons. 

XII. To only pursue dating and marital relationships with faithful, practicing followers of 

Christ (2 Corinthians 6:14-15).  

XIII. To refrain from illegal drug use, drunkenness, gossip and other sinful behavior as the 

Bible dictates (Romans 1:28-32; Romans 13:13; Galatians 5:19-21; Ephesians 

5:18; James 3:3-18). 

XIV. To refrain from such activities that the Scriptures would deem foolish (Romans 

14:14-23). 

XV. To take seriously the responsibility of Christian freedom, especially actions or 

situations that could present a stumbling block to another (1 Corinthians 8:1-13). 

XVI. To submit to the discipline of God through His Holy Spirit by: 

a. Following the biblical procedures for church discipline where sin is evident in 

another – the hope of such discipline being repentance and restoration. 

b. Receiving righteous and loving discipline when approached biblically by fellow 

believers (Psalm 141:5; Matthew 18:15-20; 1 Corinthians 5:9-13; Hebrews 

12:5-11). 

XVII. To do the following when I sin: 

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%2019.1-12
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%2019.1-12
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Mark%2010.1-12
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Luke%2016.18
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Cor%207.10-11
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom%201.28-32
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom%2013.13
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Gal%205.19-21
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Eph%205.18
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Eph%205.18
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/James%203.3-18
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom%2014.14-23
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom%2014.14-23
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Cor%208.1-13
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Ps%20141.5
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Matt%2018.15-20
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Cor%205.9-13
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Heb%2012.5-11
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Heb%2012.5-11
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a. Confess my sin to God and habitual sins to fellow believers (James 5:16). 

b. Repent and seek help to put my sin to death (Romans 8:13; Colossians 3:5; 1 

John 1:6-10). 

XVIII. To submit to the elders and other appointed leaders of the church and diligently strive 

for unity and peace within the church (Ephesians 4:1-3; Hebrews 13:17; 1 Peter 

5:5). 

XIX. By God’s grace through the power of the Holy Spirit, to walk in holiness in all areas 

of life as an act of worship to Jesus Christ (1 Peter 1:13-16. 1 Peter 4:1-3). Believers 

should strive to put certain attitudes and actions to death while stirring and 

stimulating love and good deeds through the Spirit. 

XX. To read the required membership reading given by the church leadership. 

XXI. To do the following should I leave the church for righteous reasons: 

a. To notify the appropriate staff member on the campus I attend. 

b. To seek another church with which I can carry out my biblical responsibilities as a 

believer. 

XXII. Upon signing this covenant, I acknowledge that my “yes” is “yes” (Matthew 5:37) 

and understand that habitual, UNREPENTANT breaches of this covenant will incur a 

process of loving, patient, and necessary restorative church discipline. I understand 

that dismissal from the membership of the church will result if church discipline is 

practiced and I fail to repent from the sins that incurred the discipline process. I 

understand that this covenant must be renewed each year, and failure to renew this 

covenant will result in dismissal from the membership of the church.  

http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rom%208.13
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Col%203.5
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20John%201.6-10
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20John%201.6-10
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Eph%204.1-3
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/Heb%2013.17
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Pet%205.5
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Pet%205.5
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Pet%201.13-16
http://biblia.com/bible/esv/1%20Pet%204.1-3
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Membership Renewal 

 Unfortunately, many of our churches have bloated memberships. Per the Association of 

Religion Data Archives, the Southern Baptist Convention had a membership of 16,136,044 in 

2010.4 However, attendance was only 6,195,449.5 What do these numbers say about our views of 

church membership? God is not glorified by these numbers. Of course, only God can keep count 

of the invisible church, made up of all believers around the globe. However, we are the visible 

church, and it only detracts from God’s glory to allow people that are not actively involved in 

church worship and ministry to call themselves members of our churches. 

This is precisely why we need a process to prevent this from happening. Therefore, it 

would be wise and helpful to have a membership renewal each year. This allows the membership 

to appropriately reflect the number of active members in the church. Also, it prevents people that 

haven’t been to church in two years from showing up to vote on big issues. If church 

membership is a covenant relationship between committed believers, then it follows that inactive 

members are not allowed to have a share in the church’s decisions.  

Another helpful practice is to pay careful attention to members that are making a habit of 

not attending. If someone has not been to church in 2-3 months, it should not be ignored. There 

need to be efforts to contact that person. After six months, the member should be added to an 

inactive list. After one year, they should be removed from membership.  

 

                                                 
4 ARDA, “Southern Baptist Convention,” The Association of Religion Data 

Archives, http://www.thearda.com/Denoms/D_1087.asp (accessed February 23, 2017). 

 
5 Russ Rankin, “Southern Baptists decline in baptisms, membership, attendance,” Lifeway, June 9, 

2011, http://www.lifeway.com/Article/Southern-baptists-decline-in-baptisms-membership-attendance (accessed 

February 23, 2017). 

http://www.thearda.com/Denoms/D_1087.asp
http://www.lifeway.com/Article/Southern-baptists-decline-in-baptisms-membership-attendance
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Getting Started 

 It may seem like a daunting task to get a process like this started, and it is. If your church 

does not already practice church discipline, then this will take even more time. It is not advisable 

to implement this membership process until the church is on board and ready for church 

discipline. Typically, church discipline takes time to implement, but it must be practiced. It is not 

something we can simply ignore because doing so is to ignore the commands of Scripture.  

 Once church discipline is embraced by the church, it may still seem like this process will 

only impact new members and will have no effect on how the existing members view their own 

membership. This deduction is correct. A church will not grow properly in its understanding of 

membership if this is simply implemented with new members while the existing members 

continue in their old assumptions. Instead, my recommendation is to implement this with the 

entire congregation. Again, this will take patience, constant communication, and good 

leadership, but it is necessary for the process to be embedded in the church. Thus, the church 

membership should be wiped clean. Every member of the church should go through this process 

just like any new member must. They must be able to answer the initial screening questions that 

are applicable. They must provide references. They must attend the membership class. They 

must read the book. They must sign the covenant. They must be treated like a new member in all 

ways possible. This will bring the entire congregation together and give them a proper 

understanding of what it means for new members.  

 It is vital to take time and get the other church leaders to embrace this before moving 

forward, but this is also not something that can be set aside like a proposition to change the color 

of the carpet. Meaningful membership must be part of the DNA of the local church.  
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Conclusion 

 Upon reading this proposition, you may be tempted to toss it aside because it is too 

radical. Or, you may believe it is necessary but still toss it aside because it is too difficult. I 

implore you to pray long and hard over this. Read the Scriptures in the covenant repeatedly. Let 

God’s Word do a work in your heart and ministry that only God’s Word can do. If you believe 

that you cannot achieve this, then give yourself a hand because you are correct. You cannot 

achieve this, but God can.  

“Now to him who is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or 

think, according to the power at work within us, to him be glory in the church 

and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, forever and ever. Amen.” – 

Ephesians 3:20-216 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
6 Scripture citation taken from the English Standard Version. 
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FAQs 

Is a background check really necessary for all members? 

The background check is a very helpful tool. 1) It makes it easier to involve people in 

ministry. If the entire church has been checked, then it doesn’t matter if a member volunteers last 

minute to drive some youth to an event. 2) It verifies the validity of what a member is saying 

about themselves. We do not reject people because of their past, but we do reject them if they lie 

about who they are. 3) It provides protection for the church. With current membership processes, 

it would be easy for a practicing homosexual to be voted in as a member and become active in a 

church. Once the church finds out and tries to practice discipline, that person could easily start to 

claim that they have been discriminated against. However, with a thorough membership process, 

including a background check and covenant, the church prevents itself from getting in situations 

like this.  

Isn’t this legalism? 

 Covenant membership will be legalistic with legalistic leaders and churches. The process 

itself should be viewed more as a companion to church discipline. On the surface, it might look 

like a long list of rules and regulations. However, it is more like the beginning of discipleship. 

Church members should know what Scripture teaches about what it means to be like Christ. 

Christ said to teach them “to observe everything I have commanded you” (emphasis added). 

Furthermore, we are not only supposed to teach people everything Jesus commanded, but we are 

to teach them to obey everything He commanded. Meaningful membership simply clarifies what 

it means to be a follower of Christ, and the Bible clearly teaches that when we are in blatant, 

unrepentant contradiction to Scripture, then we must be held accountable. 
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Is this biblical? 

 The Bible does not give any specifics on church membership, but meaningful 

membership is throughout Scripture. 1 Cor. 5:9-13 says,  

I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people— not 

at all meaning the sexually immoral of this world, or the greedy and swindlers, 

or idolaters, since then you would need to go out of the world. But now I am 

writing to you not to associate with anyone who bears the name of brother if 

he is guilty of sexual immorality or greed, or is an idolater, reviler, drunkard, 

or swindler—not even to eat with such a one. For what have I to do with 

judging outsiders? Is it not those inside the church whom you are to judge? 

God judges those outside. “Purge the evil person from among you.” 

 How are we supposed to purge the evil person from among us if there is no “us”? Some 

will see a thorough process like this and squirm because they cannot find it in the Bible. I would 

challenge them to find their current membership process in the Bible. The truth is that there 

aren’t any specifics, but there is clear teaching on meaningful membership and church discipline. 

In 2 Thess. 3:6-15 Paul describes the process of church discipline with lazy people. Jesus gives 

step-by-step instructions of biblical confrontation in Matt. 18:15-17, which ends with church 

discipline if there is no repentance. If we have membership at all, and a member is living in 

habitual, unrepentant sin of any kind, then they have sinned against us because they have 

profaned the name of Christ and their local church. I beg the question, “Is meaningless 

membership more biblical?” 

Isn’t this just a new fad? 

 This is far from new. In fact, meaningful, thorough, covenant membership is the old way 

of doing things that has been forgotten in the past century. We have already seen just a small 

portion of the biblical basis for church discipline. Scripture should be enough, but let’s look at 

some history anyway. Graham Duncan quotes Huldreich Zwingli as saying, “Church discipline is 
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interwoven with the life of the Christian state.”7 Duncan says, “For Calvin, there is no area of 

church life that is not subject to discipline as a matter of spirituality.”8  During the time of the 

Reformation, the reformers defined the three marks of a true church as 1) the preaching of the 

Word, 2) right administration of the sacraments, and 3) church discipline uprightly ministered.9 

 Even in more modern times, Southern Baptist’s practiced discipline in the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries. Stephen Haines studied the minutes of 15 churches in 10 states from 1880-

1939 to determine the change in church discipline. In the study, one church skewed the results 

because of their overwhelmingly large number of cases, but the weighted averages considering 

that were: 46 cases in the 1880s, 34.7 in the 1890s, 29.4 in the 1900s, 25.1 in the 1910s, 10.3 in 

the 1920s, and 3.7 in the 1930s.10 The study has much more detail with yearly numbers and 

reasons for the discipline. It is certainly worth a closer look.  

Needless to say, church discipline and meaningful membership are not a new fad. They 

were part of the early church, important to the Reformation, and they are part of the Southern 

Baptist heritage. However, both have been largely forgotten, neglected, and ignored now. 

Can’t this be used wrongly? 

 Meaningful membership and church discipline can absolutely be abused. Such abuse is 

likely one of the factors in the decline of these practices. Even in the Reformation, church 

discipline could be punitive rather than restorative. In American history, one can hear stories 

                                                 
7 Graham Duncan, “Church discipline: semper reformanda as the basis for transformation.,” Journal of 

Theology for Southern Africa 136 (March 1, 2010): 64, ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost. 

 
8 Ibid. 

 
9 Ibid. 

 
10 Stephen Haines, “Southern Baptist church discipline, 1880-1939,” Baptist History And Heritage 20, no. 2 

(April 1, 1985): 14-27, ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost. 
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about people being kicked out of church for dancing or playing the guitar. Some people have a 

bad taste in their mouth with membership and discipline because it has been abused and used for 

punishment instead of loving, patient, and restorative care. The problem, however, is not 

meaningful membership, church covenants, or discipline. Rather, the problem lies in the ungodly 

leaders and churches. Like expository preaching, a bad pastor can still twist and misuse God’s 

Word whether he preaches topical or expositional sermons. The problem is not with the process. 

The problem is the person. I would simply ask, “Is meaningless membership less dangerous? Is it 

less dangerous to not hold Christians accountable for how they represent Christ?”  

What if my church doesn’t buy in? 

 I would not be so audacious as to claim that this process must be administered or else you 

are a bad leader and a bad church. It is, however, my belief that covenant membership is vital for 

a healthy discipleship process and for the practice of church discipline. Nonetheless, if you or 

your church absolutely refuses to practice church discipline, then you are ignoring Christ’s 

commands in Scripture and in need of discipline yourself.  

 Still, it takes patient and effective leadership with clear and continuous communication to 

implement something like this. It does not happen overnight. You need to be teaching and 

preaching the principles that lay the foundation for meaningful membership and church 

discipline before you even start using those words with your congregation. Instill these beliefs in 

your leaders before you even mention change or membership or discipline. You can bring them 

to a place where they believe in it before they even know they believe in it.  

 The Scriptures and principles from the covenant need to be in your sermons, small 

groups, staff meetings, and personal conversations. Don’t think of it as teaching covenant 
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membership at first. Think of it as teaching the Bible’s view on marriage, divorce, remarriage, 

sexuality, stewardship, confrontation, worship, prayer, evangelism, work, repentance, 

accountability, etc. Preach through every aspect of the covenant without anyone even knowing it. 

Integrate it into your Sunday school programs and small groups. If you do this the right way, you 

could bring your congregation to a place in which they see the need so desperately that they ask 

you for it! At the very least, they will become so familiar with what it means to be a 

representative of Christ in the world that this process makes perfect sense when you finally bring 

it to them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



21 

 

Suggested Reading 

Dever, Mark. 2013. Nine Marks of a Healthy Church. Wheaton: Crossway. 

Leeman, Jonathan. 2012. Church Membership: How the World Knows Who Represents 

Jesus. Wheaton: Crossway. 

Leeman, Jonathan, and Mark Dever. 2010. The Church and the Surprising Offense of 

God's Love: Reintroducing the Doctrines of Church Membership and Discipline. Wheaton: 

Crossway. 

Anyabwile, Thabiti. 2008. What is a Healthy Church Member? Wheaton: Crossway. 

Lawless, Chuck, and Thom Rainer. 2005. Membership Matters: Insights from Effective 

Churches on New Member Classes and Assimilation. Grand Rapids: Zondervan. 

Rainer, Thom. 2013. I am a Church Member. Nashville: B&H Publishing Group. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



22 

 

Bibliography 

ARDA. “Southern Baptist Convention.” The Association of Religion Data 

Archives. http://www.thearda.com/Denoms/D_1087.asp (accessed February 23, 2017). 

Duncan, Graham. “Church discipline: semper reformanda as the basis for 

transformation.” Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 136 (March 1, 2010): 57-75. ATLA 

Religion Database with ATLASerials, EBSCOhost. 

Garland, Dan. “Three sample formats for your new member class.” Lifeway. October 14, 

2008. http://www.lifeway.com/Article/Sample-formats-for-your-new-member-class. (accessed 

January 30, 2017). 

Haines, Stephen. “Southern Baptist church discipline, 1880-1939.” Baptist History And 

Heritage 20, no. 2 (April 1, 1985): 14-27. ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, 

EBSCOhost. 

Jeschke, Marlin. 2005. "How discipline died: the church should stop taking its cues from 

the state." Christianity Today 49, no. 8: 31-32. ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials, 

EBSCOhost (accessed February 21, 2017). 

Rankin, Russ. “Southern Baptists decline in baptisms, membership, attendance.” 

Lifeway. June 9, 2011. http://www.lifeway.com/Article/Southern-baptists-decline-in-baptisms-

membership-attendance (accessed February 23, 2017). 

Village Church. “Membership Covenant.” Village Church. February 23, 

2014. http://thevillagechurch.net/mediafiles/uploaded/m/0e3030507_1416247193_membership-

covenant.pdf (accessed January 30, 2017). 

http://www.thearda.com/Denoms/D_1087.asp
http://www.lifeway.com/Article/Sample-formats-for-your-new-member-class.
http://www.lifeway.com/Article/Southern-baptists-decline-in-baptisms-membership-attendance
http://www.lifeway.com/Article/Southern-baptists-decline-in-baptisms-membership-attendance
http://thevillagechurch.net/mediafiles/uploaded/m/0e3030507_1416247193_membership-covenant.pdf
http://thevillagechurch.net/mediafiles/uploaded/m/0e3030507_1416247193_membership-covenant.pdf

