
Membership Matters: Session 5 
How Church Discipline Reveals Church Membership 
 
Consequently we ought to do our brethren the kindness of correcting them, with the hope 
of God's help. – Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica (1485) 
 
What we looked at last week: 

- Matthew 28: People are commissioned as representatives of the triune God through 
baptism. 

- Matthew 18: The institution charged with identifying who those representatives are is 
the local church where at least two or three are gathered in the Lord’s name and agree 
with one another about who should be bound into the church or loosened from the 
church. 

- Matthew 16: The local church possesses this authority because it has been given the 
keys of the kingdom to identify a correct profession and professor of the gospel. 
 

Church: “We believe that a visible church of Christ is a congregation of baptized believers, 
associated by covenant in the faith and fellowship of the Gospel, observing the ordinances of 
Christ, governed by His laws, and exercising the gifts, rights, and privileges invested in them by 
His word.”1 

 
Church Membership: “Church membership is (1) a covenant of union between a particular 
church and a Christian, a covenant that consists of (2) the church’s affirmation of the Christian’s 
gospel profession, (3) the church’s promise to give oversight to the Christian, and (4) the 
Christian’s promise to gather with the church and submit to its oversight.”2 
 
The question: does the Bible actually teach that Christians ought to become members of the 
church?  
 
Typical Arguments for Church Membership 

- “So those who received his word were baptized, and there were added that day about 
three thousand souls,” (Acts 2:41)—notice the connection between baptism and being 
“added” to the church. 

- “Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are keeping watch over your souls, as 
those who will have to give an account,” (Heb 13:17)—which leaders are you obligated 
to obey and submit to? Who are the leaders responsible for “keeping watch over”? 

- Consider, how do we realistically obey all the New Testament’s “one another” 
commands if they are to be exercised towards every Christian? 

 
The Best Argument for Church Membership: Church Discipline 

 
1 From our Statement of Faith, XIV. Of a Gospel Church 
2 Jonathan Leeman, The Church and the Surprising Offense of God’s Love, p. 217 



- There are many places where we are taught about church discipline, from the beginning 
to the end of the process:  

o See Matthew 18:15-20; 1 Corinthians 5, 2 Corinthians 2:6, Galatians 6:1, 
Ephesians 5:11, 1 Thessalonians 5:14, 2 Thessalonians 3:6-15, 1 Timothy 5:19-20, 
2 Timothy 3:5, Titus 3:9-11, 2 John 10, and Jude 22-23. (boldened verses most 
clearly referencing to formal church discipline) 
 

- 1 Cor 5: The Immoral Brother 
o 1 It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and of a kind 

that is not tolerated even among pagans, for a man has his father's wife. 2 And 
you are arrogant! Ought you not rather to mourn? Let him who has done this be 
removed from among you. (5:1-2) 

▪ The sin here is (1) outward (2) serious and (3) unrepentant 
▪ The question: what does it mean to remove someone from among you? 

 
o 3 For though absent in body, I am present in spirit; and as if present, I have 

already pronounced judgment on the one who did such a thing. 4 When you are 
assembled in the name of the Lord Jesus and my spirit is present, with the 
power of our Lord Jesus, 5 you are to deliver this man to Satan for the 
destruction of the flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord. 
(5:3-5) 

▪ Paul is relying on Jesus’ teaching from Matthew 18 here: “Where two or 
three are gathered in my name” 

▪ The purpose of church discipline is to bring about salvation! It is never 
retributive. 

▪ “Augustine says (De Verb. Dom. xvi, 4): "You become worse than the 
sinner if you fail to correct him." (cited in Aquinas’ Summa, 2.2.33) 

▪ With this specific case, we see the fruit of repentance detailed later in 2 
Corinthians: “Now if anyone has caused pain, he has caused it not to me, 
but in some measure—not to put it too severely—to all of you. For such a 
one, this punishment by the majority is enough, so you should rather turn 
to forgive and comfort him, or he may be overwhelmed by excessive 
sorrow. So I beg you to reaffirm your love for him.” (2 Cor 2:5-8). 
 

o 6 Your boasting is not good. Do you not know that a little leaven leavens the 
whole lump? 7 Cleanse out the old leaven that you may be a new lump, as you 
really are unleavened. For Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed. 8 Let us 
therefore celebrate the festival, not with the old leaven, the leaven of malice and 
evil, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth. (5:6-8). 

▪ How do Christians celebrate the new Passover meal? The Lord’s Supper 
(this will be important to keep in mind for later) 

▪ Leaven is used as a symbol for sin—and just like leaven, sin spreads. In 
the Passover meal, leaven had to be removed from the house for seven 
days and they ate unleavened bread (see Ex 12:15). 



▪ Another purpose of church discipline is to prophetically unmask sin and 
so keep it from spreading.  

o 9 I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people— 10 
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. 11 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. (5:9-11) 

▪ For those who “bear the name” and take it in vain (breaking the 3rd 
commandment), we are not to associate with them. 

• The assumption is that these sins are unrepentant. 

• Notice: while Matthew 18:15-20 address the specific situation 
“When your brother sins against you,” here we see that Paul 
understands it to be broader than just inter-personal conflict. 

▪ What does it mean to “not even to eat with such a one”? This likely refers 
to the table fellowship of the Lord’s Supper. 

• 1 Corinthians provides some of the richest theology the New 
Testament provides on the Lord’s Supper: not only here in 1 Cor 
5:6-8, but also 10:1-4, 10:14-22, 11:17-34. 
 

o  12 For what have I to do with judging outsiders? Is it not those inside the church 
whom you are to judge? 13 God judges those outside. “Purge the evil person 
from among you.” (5:12-13) 

▪ The nub of the issue: who are we responsible to judge? Those inside. 
How do we know who is inside and who is outside? 

▪ It cannot only be those who show up to the worship gathering—see 1 Cor 
14:23-25 where Paul assumes that “outsiders or unbelievers” are present 
at the worship gathering. 

▪ “Purge the evil person from among you” is a quote from Deuteronomy 
(Deut. 13:5; 17:7, 12; 19:19; 21:21; 22:21, 22, 24; 24:7) that referred to 
capital punishment on those who violated the covenant. 

• You entered the old covenant by birth, so you would be removed 
by death. 

• The New Covenant doesn’t work that way—you enter by faith. 
And you are removed by church discipline. 

 
Conclusion: 

- There must be some mechanism that the church possesses to create an “inside” that is 
distinct from “outside,” a method of knowing who is accountable to the congregation’s 
exercise of the keys. Those who are “inside” are those who claim to believe in the gospel 
and live in accordance with the gospel, who agree to gather with and submit to the 
congregation, and then have the congregation affirm both their profession and life as 
being genuinely representative of the gospel, and will hold those individuals 
accountable. This is what we now call “church membership.” 


