QUESTION 1

Why Are Church Membership and
Church Discipline Important?

hroughout its history the church has experienced both moments of cul-

tural ascendancy, as well as periods of ridicule, ostracization, and per-
secution. In the West we are currently experiencing what Russell Moore
describes as “the collapse of the Bible belt,” as Christians find themselves less
of a moral majority, and operating more as a prophetic minority." Regardless
of how culture views us, the church is called “to contend for the faith that
was once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 1:3), and if this makes the in-
stitutional church less appealing and popular in our day and age, we are not
surprised (1 Peter 4:12). We know that the world may not resonate with our
message and may not join in fellowship with us, seeing such actions as irrel-
evant and unnecessary.

We expect this kind of posture from the world around us, but when am-
bivalence and apathy characterize those who would claim to be Christians in
regards to the importance of the institutional church, this presents reason for
concern and a call for action. Most Christians are not hostile to these con-
cepts, but at times we struggle to understand the importance or relevance of
such concepts to our modern-day lives. As Leeman states, although people
have a vague sense that Christians should attend and be involved with a local
church, “they would also say it's not the most important thing in the world,
so we shouldn’t make too big a deal about it. If Christians spend several years
hopping from church to church, or if they decide to attend one church in-
definitely without joining, that’s okay too.”* The aim of this book is to refute
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such thinking and establish the critical importance of church membership
and discipline in the life of the Christian.

The Importance of the Church

In terms of “theological triage”—the ordering of doctrine as it relates to
its proximity to the gospel—the doctrine of the church can often be over-
looked today in comparison to other doctrines.* The deity of Christ, justifica-
tion by faith alone, the inerrancy of Scripture, and the atoning work of Christ
are just a few examples of issues that are more tightly tethered to the truths of
the gospel. However, given the fact that the doctrine of the church is not the
most important, that does not make it unneeded or unimportant. In fact, one
should recognize that ecclesiology is connected to the doctrines of God and
salvation and, as such, must be factored into our understanding of theology
and redemptive history.

John Webster notes that God relates both to himself (immanent Trinity)
as well as to his creation (economic Trinity). God is intrinsically perfect in his
life and activity.* But, continues Webster, “within that life and act there is a
movement or turning ad extra, in which out of his own perfection God wills
and establishes creatures.” In other words, God did not remain as a Being
merely relating to himself, he also created for his glory and is relationally in-
volved with his creation.® In holy love and grace God creates humanity as his
image-bearers and the pinnacle of creation (Gen. 1:26-28). Due to the Fall,
humanity is in need of saving grace, and the church is “the society of those
elected, called, redeemed, sanctified, and glorified in Jesus Christ”” In this
way, the doctrine of the church is grounded in the perfections of God and the
grace of the gospel.

Based on these points, Allison summarizes the necessity and importance
of the church in the following way: “[Ecclesiology] is part and parcel of (1)
the eternal purpose of God in redeeming his fallen human creatures; (2) the
Father’s mighty work in regard to the exaltation of his humiliated and cruci-
fied Son; (3) the eternal divine counsel with regard to the revelation of himself
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and his ways; and (4) prophetic Scripture that assigns an important role to
the church in the outworking of salvation.”® As such, while ecclesiology may
not be the doctrine that holds highest importance, it is a necessary area of
study due to its close connection to other crucial doctrines (e.g., God and
salvation). And this in turn gives credence for understanding the doctrine of
church membership and church discipline to also be of great value.

The Importance of Church Membership

Church membership and church discipline are both connected to the re-
alities of community and authority. However, in societies that possess a strong
individualist impulse, consumeristic bent, or a resistance to authoritative struc-
tures, the call for joining a church formally and submitting to God-given au-
thority is often not well received. The question of authority is relevant to the
discussion of local church membership and discipline, because membership
and discipline involve a life of submission.” This life of submission begins with
what we might call the “front door” to the church, namely, church membership.

There are numerous reasons one should consider church membership to
be an important doctrine, but three initial reasons are worth surveying here.
First, as disciples we are called to persevere in the faith, and this is an ongoing
community project. We are called to exhort one another day after day so that
we are not hardened by the deceitfulness of sin (Heb. 3:12-13) and not to
neglect meeting together so we can stir each other up to love and good works
(Heb. 10:23-25). Perseverance in the faith is not something we do merely on
our own; it is meant to be pursued with brothers and sisters in Christ gathered
around the Word of God, encouraging each other to put off sin and run the
race with perseverance (Heb. 12:1-2).

Second, the covenant commitment of the local church makes the invisible
new covenant visible."” We cannot see, hear, or smell a person being united to
Christ and receiving his Spirit by faith, though it is real and eternal. Christ,
however, intended for the realities of the gospel as displayed in the new cove-
nant to show up on earth. Christians join a local church in membership, show
the initiation of their covenant relationship with Christ through baptism, and
demonstrate continual celebration of and submission to the new covenant
and that local community through the Lord’s Supper.!" These acts within a
local church make the truths of the new covenant manifest for other church
members, as well as for an unbelieving world.
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Finally, as we conceive of what a church is, we must understand that
a church is its membership. In other words, the actual constitution of the
church, what its makeup consists of, is people joined in covenant with one
another to oversee each other’s growth in discipleship.’* With this under-
standing, if we take away church membership, we negate the reality of the
church as a visible entity.

The Importance of Church Discipline

As one considers the cultural consequences of individualism, consum-
erism, and aversion to authority, it must also be noted that church discipline
is a necessary reality as the “back door” of the church. Again, many more rea-
sons will be enumerated for the importance of ecclesial discipline, but here we
offer three. First, the practice of discipline is explicitly mandated in Scripture.
Matthew 18:15-20 and 1 Corinthians 5:1-13—along with a number of other
passages—specify in detail the methodology and reasoning for such a prac-
tice. With such clear warrant and direction from Scripture, it is imperative
that we approach this area of church life with care.

Second, as counterintuitive as it sounds, discipline is a proper demon-
stration of the biblical concept of love. God disciplines those whom he loves
(Heb. 12:6-11), and thus a church who claims to love its members without
disciplining them contradicts Scripture and offers a different kind of love
than God does.” Church discipline can potentially be a painful process, but
as a spiritual family we are called to work through such matters faithfully and
gently. Not only are we called to go through this process in a loving manner,
the very act of discipline should be seen as an act of love.

Finally, as with membership, discipline is tied to the call for a persevering
faith. Part of the work within membership to encourage one another to endure
in the faith includes the process of church discipline. We undergo this process
not merely to punish someone, but to call them to repentance. If someone
undergoes the final step of church discipline, often referred to as excommu-
nication, the church is essentially saying about that individual that they do
not see the fruits of salvation exhibited in their lives in a demonstrative way.
Their stubborn refusal to repent of sin does not characterize a Christian, and
thus excommunication is a declarative sign of potential end-time judgment.'*
As such, the point of such an action is to call that person to repentance, and if
they take that step we lovingly restore them to the body of Christ. Discipline,
therefore, is a crucial practice for the life of the church.
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Summary

Though it can be argued that the doctrine of the church is not the central
topic of Scripture, the theme of God’s people across the Testaments is of vital
significance. God purposed to save a people through the redeeming work of
his Son, and thus the church is connected in noteworthy ways to the doctrines
of God and salvation. Bearing this in mind, church membership and church
discipline define in greater detail key doctrinal truths such as regeneration,
perseverance of the saints, God’s love and holiness, and end-time judgment.
These are not mere cultural monikers dreamt up by people who thought it
would be helpful in organizing the church more efficiently. These doctrines
have real biblical warrant and theological import, and thus are worthy of fur-
ther investigation for the good of the church and the fame of God’s name.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1. Though the doctrine of the church may not be central, why is it still
important?

2. What is the concept known as “theological triage”?
3. What is the importance of church membership?
4. What is the importance of church discipline?

5. How is God’s love and holiness evident in the practices of church member-
ship and church discipline?



