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This morning we are continuing the final topic in our series on the church. 

We began the topic of membership last week—belonging to the body as a 

covenant community. Last Sunday we discussed the significance of being in 

union with Christ under the new covenant and how that radically impacts the 

way we are to relate to one another as brothers and sisters in Christ.  

In the end I suggested that membership in the local church, if done in the 

right manner, can be a way of living out the covenant nature of our 

relationship with Christ and one another.  

Membership in the New Testament Church 

Today I want to suggest that there is a basic framework within which New 

Testament churches practiced “membership.” Though we don’t see a specific 

local church membership process laid out in the Scriptures, what we do see is 

that local churches clearly knew who was among them—who belonged to 

them—who was under their leadership as well as the members of the church 

knowing who they were accountable to as their leaders.
1
 In other words, the 

Bible may not spell out a detailed membership policy or process like most 

churches have today, but the basic concepts of local church membership can 

be found in the Scriptures.  

More specifically, we can see a three-fold process by which the church is to 

engage local members of the body. These three practices include:  

1) Baptism: a public announcement that a person has been joined to Christ 

through repentance of sin and faith in Jesus under the new covenant. Baptism 

is a sign that a believer’s life in Christ as begun (Matt 28:18-20) and 

therefore is joined to the church as a member of His body.  
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 When unbelievers were brought under conviction through the gospel, they were told to identify 
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2) Communion: The Lord’s supper is means for ongoing renewal and 

participation in the new covenant with the body of Christ. The Lord’s Supper 

is a sign that a believer is continuing life with Christ and His people under 

the new covenant. (Luke 22:14-20) 

3) Church Discipline: the means Christ has given to the church to employ 

when a person’s profession of faith is no longer validated but rather violated 

by a life of sin that denies the lordship of Christ. Church discipline is the 

means by which on one hand, genuine believers are rescued and protected 

from besetting sin, while on the other hand, those who fall into sin and 

persist in calloused rebellion toward Christ, spoiling/voiding their  profession 

of faith are dismissed from membership in the local church and no longer 

welcomed to the Lord’s table until their bear the fruit of repentance (Matt 

18:15-20).  

It’s interesting to note here that you can’t be officially dismissed (from the Lord’s 

Table) if you haven’t already officially recognized as belonging to the church 

(baptism).  

What I’m getting at is that when we think about church membership, what it 

means to belong to the body of Christ and what that should look like at a 

local level,  we should not think of it as something independent from these 

three practices established by Jesus Himself. Whatever other practical 

measure local churches want to employ (membership classes, applications, 

congregational votes, etc.) to be good stewards of the members God has 

entrusted to them, there are these 3 essential means that every church must 

put into practice to identify who is in a covenant relationship with Christ and 

under our care.  

The Keys of the Kingdom 

Let me take you to Matthew 16 and 18 where the Lord entrusted to the 

church the keys of the kingdom. These two passages are important because 

they represent the only two times that Jesus Himself used the term “church” 

and therefore they are foundational in how we think about the church.  

[Matthew 16:13-19] The big question in this passage is, “who is Jesus?” The 

Lord asks what others are saying about Him, not because He doesn’t already 

know, but because He wants to get the disciples thinking and press them to a 



conclusion for themselves of who Jesus is. This is the watershed question for 

every person’s life, including yours. You cannot have a right relationship 

with Jesus or a right relationship with heaven, if you don’t know and treasure 

who Jesus truly is.  

Peter got the answer right in vs. 16: “You are the Christ [the messiah; God’s 

Anointed; the One promised Savior of the OT], the Son of the living God [not 

just a human deliverer, but Son of God, God Himself].” You must understand 

Jesus role as messiah (Savior) and you must understand His nature has God.  

Everything else Jesus says here is based on this confession.  

[Vs. 17]—Peter, the reason you can see this truth is because God has given 

you eyes to see it. The reason you know and understand who Jesus truly is, is 

because God has revealed Him to you.  

[Vs. 18]—there’s  play on words here because Peter means rock, or small 

stone. On this rock (petros) I will build My church (petra). Here’s the first 

time Jesus uses the word “church” which comes from the word ekklesia, 

which literally means “called out ones”—those that He calls out of the world 

and redeems to be His own people. What is this rock that the church is built 

on? The rock is the confession of who Christ is that can only be ultimately 

discerned by God’s gracious revelation. The rock foundation of the church is 

not Peter Himself as I will press you to see in chapter 18, but rather on the 

apostolic teaching of who Christ as the Savior and Son of God.  

Finally, we arrive at [vs 19]. What I want you to see is that there is an 

essential link between the keys of the kingdom and the function of binding 

and loosing. This is obvious right? The function of the keys is to bind and 

loose just like the purpose of the house keys in your pocket is to lock or 

unlock. Or we might say, keys give you the authority to either forbid 

someone from entering or permit someone to enter.  

Notice also that there is a correlation between the binding and loosing on 

earth and what is bound or loosed in heaven. The point is that what the 

church forbids or permits on earth shall be a reflection of what heaven 

forbids or permits. In fact, when we have the Word of God on a certain 

matter, we can declare on earth with great authority what heaven’s judgment 

is on that particular matter. Let me emphasize here that the church does not 

have independent authority but an authority that is governed by its 

submission to Holy Scriptures.  

So what is being bound or loosed in Matthew 16? I believe that Jesus is 

giving the church the authority to discern and declare on earth who does or 

doesn’t belong to the kingdom of heaven based on their confession of Christ 

as only God could reveal to the heart of sinful men.  I think this will make 

more sense when we see the second example of binding and loosing that 

Jesus gives in chapter 18.  

[Matthew 18:15-20] is the second place where Jesus uses the term church 

and its role of binding and loosing. This passage applies the keys of the 

kingdom to church discipline and prayer. The process of church discipline 

involves going to a brother in private to address his sin. If he repents, the 

matter is finished. If he doesn’t, the next step involves taking two or three 

other with you to confront his sin. If he still fails to repent, then the matter is 

to involve the whole congregation. And if he still persists in his sin, then he 

is to be regarded as an unbeliever. Now notice that vs. 18-19 adds a sense of 

authority to this process. [vs. 18-19] In other words, Jesus has given the 

church the authority to declare that a person is not a believer (or at least not 

to be regarded as a believer) because his confession is shown to be 

nongenuine by his disloyalty and rebellion toward Christ and His word.  

We know that Jesus didn’t just give the keys of the kingdom to Peter, 

because here in 18:19, he says that if any two or three believers agree on 

something, it will be done or accomplished in heaven. In chapter 16, Peter is 

a representative of the church based on His true confession of Christ that has 

come from God-given spiritual sight.  

Here’s what I want you to see. Matthew 16 seems to teach that Jesus has 

given the church the authority on earth to declare who belongs to the 

kingdom of heaven based on their confession of Christ. Matthew 18 seems to 

teach that Jesus has given the church the authority to declare on earth who 

does not belong to the kingdom of heaven because their loyalty to sin (or 

unbelief or false doctrine) overrides their loyalty to Christ (a loyalty which 

has been sufficiently tested through the process of church discipline).  



These two passages give the church the responsibility to discern who is truly 

a part of the church. In Matthew 16 the church is to permit those who truly confess 

Christ to function as a part of the church (as representatives of the heavenly 

kingdom).  In Matthew 18 the church is to forbid those whose confession is 

determined invalid by their rebellion against Christ and therefore officially declared 

to not be a part of the church (as representatives of the kingdom of heaven).  

Now, will the church do this perfectly? No, it won’t function any more 

perfectly than other authorities that Jesus has established, like parents and 

governments. But the fact that we will make mistakes along the way does not 

diminish our responsibility to have careful conversations about the gospel 

with those who profess Jesus as Lord or to invoke the process of church 

discipline when a person’s life denies Christ. This is what local church 

membership is about. It helps the church maintain a pure witness by making 

sure it is made up and functioning with true believers.  

Furthermore, it’s important to clarify that the church does not actually 

determine or make someone a citizen of the kingdom of heaven, but rather it 

officially recognizes or affirms who is a citizen of the kingdom and therefore 

a representative of heaven on earth by how their confession aligns with 

Scripture.  

Let me use an illustration to explain how this works. We can think of the 

church as an embassy. An embassy is “an institution that represents one 

nation inside of another nation.”
2
 The church, as we think of it on earth, is a 

people living on foreign soil representing the kingdom of heaven. This is 

why the Bible portrays believers as aliens in a foreign land (1 Pet 2:11).  

� 1 Pet 2:11 – “Beloved, I urge you as aliens and strangers to abstain 

from fleshly lusts, which wage war against the soul. Keep your 

behavior excellent among the Gentiles…” 

� Phil 3:20 – “Our citizenship is in heaven from which we eagerly 

await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ.”  

� 2 Cor 5:20 – “We are ambassadors for Christ, as though God were 

making an appeal through us; we beg you on behalf of Christ, be 

reconciled with God.”  
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So we are citizens of heaven, here on foreign soil as ambassadors, speaking 

on behalf of heaven’s King, and our message is the gospel which calls people 

to be reconciled to God.  

So what does all of this have to do with church membership? Well, church 

membership is like a passport in a foreign country. It affirms your true 

citizenship. The local church is like an embassy, a place where citizens of 

heaven on earth can find “official recognition and asylum.”
3
 The church 

doesn’t make you a citizen of heaven any more than an embassy makes you a 

Us citizen, but the church does officially recognizes you as a citizen of 

heaven, much like an embassy can validate or renew your passport which 

acknowledges your US citizenship . For example, if I was living in Canada 

for a time and my passport expired, I would have to go to the US embassy in 

Ottawa and have it renewed. The embassy wouldn’t make me a US citizen, it 

would just give me official recognition as a US citizen. 

But how does the church officially acknowledge us as citizens of heaven on 

earth? This is where baptism comes in. Baptism is the public recognition (the 

sign) that our union with Christ has begun and therefore having been joined 

to Him we are also joined to His people. Our allegiance to Christ and His 

people is then affirmed and renewed each time we take the Lord’s Supper 

together. Church discipline is the process whereby a persons’ passport to 

come to the Lord’s Table and function as a part of the covenant community 

is revoked on the basis of rebellion against Christ. What does church 

discipline actually forbid? It forbids a person from partaking of the Lord’s 

Supper and functioning as a member in good standing of the new covenant.  

Baptism � Lord’s Supper  Church Discipline  

When we take Matthew 16 and 18 together, the bottom line is that the church 

has been entrusted with the responsibility and authority to assess a person’s 

confession and life in response to the gospel and render a judgment as 

whether or not they should be recognized as a heavenly citizen and therefore 

an official member of the body of Christ.
4
 This is what it means to have the 

                                                           
3
 Ibid., pg. 28.  

4
 What drives this is not our church membership process, but rather Jesus’ 

institution of baptism, the Lord’s supper, and church discipline. This is what drives a 

legitimate church membership process.  



keys of the kingdom. And this is the only way for the church to maintain the 

purity of functioning as a community made up of believers only. This is why 

the one non-negotiable for a person to become a member here at Trinity is to 

share their testimony with either the elders or the church at large so we can 

discern where they are in relationship to Christ.  

This brings us back to our three basic functions Jesus instituted for the 

church that should drive how we think about church membership. Let me 

summarize: 

1) In Matt 16, the church has been given the authority (keys to permit) to 

affirm and publically acknowledge  a person’s profession of faith as 

genuine (and therefore their inclusion in the church as valid) This is 

demonstrated through baptism (Matt 28) which is the sign that a 

person has begun new life with Christ under the new covenant and is 

therefore joined to the body of Christ.  

2) In 1 Cor 11, the church has been given the command and privilege of 

helping one another affirm and maintain their fellowship with the 

Lord through Communion, the Lord’s supper, which is a sign of 

continuing in covenant relationship with Christ and His people.  

3) In Matt 18, the church has been given the authority (keys to forbid) to 

publically acknowledge that a person has “renounced” their faith 

when persistent sin, in spite of repeated  warning from God’s word, 

is not received with correction, through church discipline.  

So what does all this have to do with your personal life?  

There are 3 kinds of people when it comes to the church: 

� There are those who are obviously not followers of Christ—by their 

lives they demonstrate no interest in regarding Jesus as Lord and 

King. He’s not treasure that their lives are center on; He’s not what 

defines the direction and joy of their lives.  

� There are those who you need to study and work hard to discern 

whether Christ is really their life. They are sympathetic to 

Christianity or may even go to church regularly, but their lives are 

not a billboard exemplifying how to follow Christ with a whole 

heart. 

� There are those who give ample/abundant evidence that they love 

and follow Christ in all areas of life. This is the only good place to 

be! 

You don’t want people to have to look carefully at your life and still and still 

struggle to discern what your spiritual condition is. This is why Paul said in 2 

Cor 13:5, “Test yourselves to see if you are in the faith; examine yourselves! 

Or do you not recognize this about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you—

unless indeed you fail the test?” The test is not how well you live or even 

how poorly you live. The test is whether or not Christ is in you and if He is 

changing how you live and what you love. Has He changed the substance 

and the orientation of your life? Have you turned from a life of trying to 

please yourself apart from Christ to finding your ultimate pleasure in Christ.  

John 3:36 teaches us that the wrath of God looms over every sinner who has 

not repented of His sin to follow Christ: “He who believes in the Son has 

eternal life; but he who does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath 

of God abides on him.". Jesus said, “repent and believe in the gospel” (Mark 

1:15)—the good news that through the cross, Jesus has done everything 

necessary to save us from God’s wrath and reconcile us to His love—if only 

you will trust Him as your treasure.  

Prayer: Open eyes of hearts see and cherish Jesus as Savior and Lord.  

 


