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INTRODUCTION 

I have a brother who started attending a church in the 

Midwest with his family. At first, things seemed great. 

They liked the pastor, the worship was engaging, and 

the people were friendly. And so they stayed. But as 

time went on, they began to have questions about the 

theology of the church. After a year and a half at the 

church, my brother told me, “You know, Benjamin, I 

don’t think we would have stayed here if we had 

known upfront what this church was about.” The 

church wasn’t teaching anything heretical, just off cen-

ter a bit, at least from my brother’s perspective.  

This put them in a place where they had to make a 

hard decision: stay, continuing to invest with people 

they now considered family, or leave, following their 

theological consciences only to start over somewhere 

else. 

I don’t want this to happen to you.  
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But before you can worry about what a particular 

church believes on any given issue, you have to know 

what you believe, especially about the big things, what 

I’ll even call “massive realities”—things like the Gos-

pel. 

Let me ask you this. If you had to articulate the 

Gospel—this thing that is so central to the Christian 

faith—could you do it? What would you want to in-

clude? What verses might you use?  

And have you ever thought about how this Gospel 

message relates to attendance, even membership, in a 

local church? 

As a pastor, I often ask people what they believe 

“the Gospel” is. I don’t do this to be awkward and 

weird. I ask because I want people to know what they 

believe, and more than that, I want people, ultimately, 

to believe true things. When I ask this question, how-

ever, the answers I get—and please forgive my 

bluntness—are often poor. 

Whether you have been a Christian for a long time 

or whether you are just peering over the fence trying to 

figure things out, I hope this tiny eBook will give you 

clarity on two massive realities: the beauty of the Gos-

pel and the priority of the local church. 
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THE GOSPEL  

And you were dead in the trespasses and sins.… But God … 

 

- Paul, chief of sinners 

 

 

 

Christians use the word “gospel” all the time. We talk 

of gospel services, gospel preaching, gospel truth, and 

gospel songs. We can talk of The Gospels as specific 

books in the Bible, and we can also speak of the gos-

pel-story, that is, the overarching story that permeates 

the whole Bible.  

So what do I mean when we talk of this thing called 

“the Gospel”? Well, speaking very broadly, the word 

gospel means “good news.” The Gospel is news—news 

that is good.  

But here’s where it gets tricky. Here’s where I need 

to be more precise. What specifically is the content of 
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this “news”? And what, specifically, is it that makes this 

news “good”? 

THERE ARE LOTS OF WAYS TO SAY IT. 

If you asked one hundred Christians these questions, 

I’m not sure that you’d get one hundred different re-

sponses, but you’d get several dozen. Some of the 

responses would be good and others would not.  

But the variation in responses—at least of the good 

responses—is not necessarily a bad thing. I readily 

acknowledge that there are many helpful ways to com-

municate the content of the Gospel; there isn’t just one 

correct way to say it. It’s possible to use different over-

arching metaphors and emphasize different biblical 

passages. Some will be familiar with presentations of 

the Gospel such as “The Roman Road,” which, as you 

would expect, emphasizes a series of passages from 

Romans. Others will know of Campus Crusade’s “4 

Spiritual Laws,” or Evangelism Explosion’s series of 

questions, or “The Way of the Master” from Ray Com-

fort, and on and on it goes.  

But it’s not just modern presentations of the Gos-

pel that vary; variation occurs inside the Bible itself. 

For example, Luke can explain the Gospel a little dif-

ferent than John, and Peter a little different than Paul. 

At times, there is even variation within the writings 

from the same author. Paul, for example, emphasizes 

different motifs and metaphors to describe the Gospel. 

He emphasizes “reconciliation” in 2 Corinthians 5, 
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“near and far” in Ephesians 2, and “humiliation and 

exultation” in Philippians 2.  

And on top of all this variation, there is variation in 

length. For example, sometimes the Gospel can be de-

scribed by Paul in just a few verses, as in 1 Corinthians 

15:1-6, but in another sense, we might consider the en-

tire letter of Romans “a Gospel presentation.”  

All of this variation, however, does not mean that 

there are not core elements of the Gospel that each 

author affirms—or would affirm. There are core ele-

ments to the Gospel, even if individual authors (biblical 

authors or post-biblical authors) explain these core el-

ements in different ways, with different words, 

different metaphors, and different lengths. And it’s the-

se core elements of the good news that we want to talk 

about now.  

If you distilled the Gospel to its core, I believe you 

could do it under these two headings: First, the victory of 

Jesus, and second, justification by faith alone.  

Allow me to unpack what I mean by each. 

FIRST, THE GOSPEL IS THE GOOD NEWS OF 

THE VICTORY OF JESUS. 

In the beginning God created a world that was good, 

indeed it was “very good” (Genesis 1:31). There was 

peace and harmony among all of creation. All was right 

with Adam and Eve. This was true as they related to 

each other, and as they related to their God. It truly 

was paradise. God walked with his people in the “cool 
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of the day” (Genesis 3:8). There was shalom; things 

were the way they were supposed to be. 

But things did not stay this way.  

Sin and death were introduced when Adam and 

Eve chose to rebel against God. God gave them very 

specific instructions, but they did not obey. Our first 

parents attempted to find happiness and significance 

apart from God. They listened to the lie of the serpent.  

Consequently, what was pure and pristine became 

polluted. Paradise was lost, not only for Adam and Eve, 

but when they disobeyed God, Adam plunged all sub-

sequent generations into sin and death (Romans 5:12). 

Creation was cursed, death was introduced as punish-

ment, and fellowship with God was broken.  

Yet, if we look closer, even in the story of death in 

Genesis 3, we see the promise of hope, the promise of 

victory, the promise that one day someone would be 

born who would forever crush evil and the Evil One. 

In short, we see the promise that a rescuer will come.  

In Genesis 3:15, as God is administering to Satan 

his curse, we read,  

I will put enmity between you and the woman,  

  and between your offspring and her offspring;  

he shall bruise your head,  

  and you shall bruise his heel. 

Although short, these few words are tremendously 

significant. In them, God promises that one day there 

will be an offspring of a woman, and that offspring will 

“crush the head” of the serpent. That’s why this verse 
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is often referred to as the protoevangelium, the first gospel 

(proto means first and evangelium means gospel).  

But this is not all we learn from the promise. We 

also learn that this victory will be a costly victory, as 

seen when God states, “you shall bruise his heel.” This 

means that Satan “shall bruise [the] heel [of the wom-

an’s offspring].” 

As the Old Testament presses forward, other ex-

pectations are added to the hope of a “serpent 

crusher.” Perhaps the image of a snowball rolling down 

a hill is appropriate; with each new chapter in the bibli-

cal story, details of the expectation about the coming 

Messiah grow larger and larger.  

For example, later we learn that the Messiah will 

not just be any offspring of a woman, but that he will 

be from the specific family line of King David, and, 

unlike previous heirs to the throne, this King will rule 

on the throne forever (2 Samuel 7:16).  

In other places, we learn that the Savior will be 

marked by purity and integrity (Isaiah 53:9).  

Elsewhere we learn of the Messiah’s power (Isaiah 

9:6, 7).  

Still in other places we learn that the Messiah’s mis-

sion will involve a great ingathering of Gentiles into the 

people of God (Isaiah 49:6).  

And so the snowball grows in size and speed.  

If we were to go back in time to ask an Old Testa-

ment believer what he or she was believing in, perhaps 

we might hear them answer something like this:  
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One day a Savior will come … 

he will administer a costly defeat of sin and evil … 

he will ascend to the everlasting throne of his  

     father David … 

he will be known by his faithfulness and power … 

and he will inaugurate a great ingathering of people 

     into an everlasting kingdom characterized by 

     steadfast love, justice, and righteousness. 

This is the great hope of Old Testament believers—the 

Messiah: the powerful Serpent-Crusher, the Davidic-

King, the Suffering-Messiah.  

And when we come to the New Testament, we see 

the biblical authors functioning like journalists, journal-

ists passionately “publishing” the good news that Jesus 

Christ is the one who gloriously fulfills these Old Tes-

tament expectations.  

They say, Jesus is the one who crushes the head of 

the serpent (1 Corinthians 15:24; Colossians 2:15; He-

brews 2:14). Jesus is the one who lives a sinless life 

(Hebrews 4:15; 1 Peter 2:22; 1 John 3:5). Jesus is the 

one who suffers greatly—that is, has his heel bruised—

through his sacrificial death on the cross (Mark 10:32-

34, 45). But Jesus is also the one who rises from the 

dead, and when he does, Jesus ascends to the throne of 

his father King David (Romans 1:1-6; 2 Timothy 2:8). 

From there, Jesus inaugurates the time when a great 

number of people, especially Gentile-outsiders, are 

drawn into the kingdom (Matthew 12:14-21). 
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This—the victory of King Jesus—is newsworthy 

material. It is good news. It is gospel, the Gospel. Jesus 

has won; the war is over; the King reigns. 

However, the one thing that was not as clear in the 

Old Testament, but becomes clear in the New, is that 

the victory of Jesus is to be achieved in two stages, 

namely by a first and a second coming to earth. 

Today, we live in the in-between time, the time be-

tween Jesus’s comings. This is a time when sin and 

death have been defeated, but their full effects have not 

been completely put away. It’s a time when Jesus sits 

on a throne at his father’s side, but the universal recog-

nition of his reign still awaits (Philippians 2:9-11).  

But one day, Jesus will come again for everyone to 

acknowledge him as Lord (Philippians 2:10). What a 

glorious day that will be for believers, a day when what 

was lost in the fall of Adam and Eve will be fully re-

stored. A day when  

the dwelling place of God is with man … [and] He 

will wipe away every tear from [his people’s] eyes, 

and death shall be no more, neither shall there be 

mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore … [and Je-

sus says] “It is done!” (Revelation 21:3-4, 6) 

The announcement of this good news—the good 

news of the victory of Jesus—is the first thing to un-

derstand when we talk about the Gospel. 
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SECOND, THE GOSPEL IS THE GOOD NEWS OF 

JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH ALONE. 

While the news of the victory of Jesus is very, very 

good news, still questions remain.  

How do individual people obtain the blessings that 

flow from Jesus’s victory?  

And how do I, as a child of Adam and Eve—with 

my corrupted, sinful nature—actually receive any 

benefit from the victory of Jesus?  

Do not I, a guilty sinner, deserve to be defeated 

during the conquest of the victory of Jesus?  

To answer these questions we turn to the second of 

our headings under which the Gospel finds meaning, 

namely, justification by faith alone.  

This phrase—justification by faith alone—may feel 

like a mouthful, as justification is not a word we use in 

everyday life. It is, however, an important word, one 

used often in the Bible, and thus a word worth explain-

ing. One popular theology textbook defines 

justification in this way:  

Justification is an instantaneous legal act of God in 

which he (1) thinks of our sins as forgiven and 

Christ’s righteousness as belonging to us, and (2) 

declares us to be righteous in his sight. (Wayne 

Grudem, Systematic Theology, 723) 

That may also feel like a mouthful, however. 
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Perhaps a shorter way to define it would be to say 

this: Justification means to be made or considered 

right, and in the context of the Bible and Christian the-

ology, justification means to be made right in the sight 

of God. 

When I say this, two things are implied. First, God 

does not count our sins against us, and second, God 

views us as though we have the perfect obedience that 

Jesus has (i.e., the righteousness of Christ). 

Still feel like a mouthful? Let’s look at one passage 

where this exchange—our sins are removed and put on 

Christ, and his righteousness is given to us—is clearly stated. 

The passage is 2 Corinthians 5:21. For the sake of clari-

ty, I have removed a few of the pronouns (he, him, we) 

and inserted the name to whom each pronoun is refer-

ring (either God, Jesus, or Christians). The verses reads,  

God made Jesus to be sin (who knew no sin), so 

that in Jesus, Christians might become the right-

eousness of God. 

There are two parts to the verse. First, it says, “God 

made Jesus to be sin.” This is a radical statement. Pon-

der it slowly, one word at a time: 

God.   Made.   Jesus.   To.   Be.   Sin. 

What could this possibly mean? How could Jesus be 

made “to be sin”? 

The answer that the Bible puts forward is that Jesus 

was made to be sin on the cross when all of the sins of 

God’s people were credited to Jesus as though he had 
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done the actual sins himself. This means that on the 

cross, it could be said, Jesus became the most vile and 

wicked sinner who ever lived! 

But this is only one part of the exchange that takes 

place in justification. The other part of the exchange is 

when God gives Christians the righteousness of Christ. 

That is to say, Christians are viewed as though they 

lived the perfect life that Jesus actually lived. This is 

exactly the point made in the second part of v. 21: “so 

that in Jesus, Christians might become the righteous-

ness of God.” 

Again, this is amazing and worth pondering one 

word at a time. 

So that …   Christians.   Might.   Become.   The.   

Righteousness.   Of.   God. 

Indeed this is good news; that is, it’s good news if 

we become Christians. The only question that remains 

is: How? How do I obtain access to this exchange, an 

exchange where I trade my sins for perfection? Do I 

need to work really hard? Do I need to be a really mor-

al person?  

The answer the Bible gives—and it is good news!—

is that through faith in Jesus, apart from our good 

works, God justifies us. Perhaps one of the clearest 

passages that describes the “by faith alone” aspect of 

“justification by faith alone” is in Ephesians 2:1-10. It 

teaches that though we were once sinners, through Je-

sus Christ, apart from works, God freely saves those 

who trust in him. 
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And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in 

which you once walked … we all once lived in the 

passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the 

body and the mind, and were by nature children of 

wrath.… But God, being rich in mercy, because of 

the great love with which He loved us … made us 

alive together with Christ … For by grace you have been 

saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the 

gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast. 

A person does not come to know God simply be-

cause they are smarter than others. If that were so, he or 

she could boast. Nor does a person come to know God 

because they try harder than others. If that were so, he 

or she could boast. Nor does a person come to know 

God because they are more holy than others. If that were 

so, he or she could boast. 

Rather, as the passage says, “For by grace you have 

been saved through faith. And this is not your own do-

ing; it is the gift of God.” We do not add to God’s 

salvation, nor do we do anything to deserve it. It is a 

gift, a gift received simply by trusting in Jesus—or we 

might say, simply by faith alone. 

The Apostle Paul, when he referred to this Gospel, 

called it a matter of “first importance” (1 Corinthians 

15:3). To paraphrase, the Gospel is a “massive reality.” 

And God designed this Gospel message to do some-

thing, namely, to give birth to a community of people 

called The Church. This group of people, while invisi-

ble, is made visible through local churches. Now, let’s 

talk about what it means to belong to the church.  
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CHURCH  
MEMBERSHIP 

I will build my church. 

 

- Jesus 

 

 

 

After discussing the Gospel, to then talk about church 

membership might feel like a step backwards. But it’s 

not. It’s more of a step forwards. When a person be-

lieves the Gospel, they become part of God’s family, 

the church (John 1:12). Thus, it makes sense to follow a 

discussion of the Gospel with a conversation about 

what it is that the Gospel produces.  
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IS LOCAL CHURCH MEMBERSHIP EVEN 

BIBLICAL? 

One of the questions I am frequently asked has to do 

with the big-picture validity of local church member-

ship. People want to know—and I think rightly—if 

local church membership, as it is practiced in the mod-

ern, Western world is actually biblical. 

The case against church membership. 

On the one hand, there are some who say that local 

church membership is entirely a human invention, a 

product of Western culture and absent from the Bible 

itself.  

Their arguments tend to be based more upon what 

they do not see in the Bible rather than what they do 

see. In other words, to some people, there appears to 

be a lack of evidence in the Bible for membership, ra-

ther than evidence explicitly against such a thing. An 

older, wiser Christian man that I deeply respect—a 

man who has been a long-time leader and even an elder 

in several local churches—tends towards this view.  

The case for church membership. 

On the other hand, some find strong biblical precedent 

for local church membership.  

This, they argue, is seen especially in the Book of 

Acts where it seems that the early church kept track of 

new “members” (cf., the variations of the repeated 

phrase “and many were added to their number” in Acts 
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2:41, 47; 5:14; 11:24; or similarly 16:5). In 1 Timothy 

5:11-16, as well, it appears that something like a list of 

specific widows exists. Perhaps this hints at something 

like local church membership.  

Additionally, those in favor of membership, point 

out that the New Testament letters to local churches in 

specific cities may lend credence to the notion of 

church membership. For example, if you read chapter 

16 in Romans, it seems that Paul is not writing to ran-

dom believers in Rome who are unknown to him or 

the local church leaders there, but rather Paul knows 

fully which believers are involved in that church. This is 

particularly cogent given that at the time Paul wrote the 

letter, he had not yet been to the church himself (Ro-

mans 1:11-13; 15:22–29). Of course, someone might 

push back on this point by noting that just because 

some within a church had knowledge of who was part 

of their church, it does not mean there was a formal 

membership process. Indeed, this could be true.  

But another point to consider is that in the early 

church—as in every age—there were those who em-

braced the true Gospel and those who did not, such 

that all too often, orthodoxy and heterodoxy abided in 

the same city (cf., 2 Corinthians 11:4; 2 John 7-11). In 

short, there were good local churches and bad local 

churches. Thus it was imperative for individual Chris-

tians to make a conscious choice which bunch of 

Christians they would and would not identify with. 

Might we call this conscious choice a form of “mem-

bership”? Perhaps.  
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Other Points to Consider. 

There are other points worthy of consideration that I 

will save for another day, but I will mention a few mat-

ters in passing.  

First, how modern (or Western) really is church 

membership and does it not actually have roots deep in 

church history?  

Second, how did the presence of persecution in the 

early church influence the need for formal member-

ship? For example, was there really a need for the First 

Baptist Church of Rome to have a formal membership 

process under the reign of Nero? I doubt it. The stakes 

were so high it was unnecessary.  

Third, do the New Testament commands to leaders 

to “shepherd the flock of God that is among you” (1 

Peter 5:2; Hebrews 13:17) presume a list of members? 

A farmer knows his sheep from his neighbor’s sheep, 

right?  

Finally, can we infer the reality of membership 

from the mention of “insiders” and the practice of ex-

communication in 1 Corinthians 5 (cf., Galatians 6:10; 

Colossians 4:5), or the mention of a “majority” in 2 

Corinthians 6:2? Perhaps.  

A WAY FORWARD. 

As I try to weigh all of the above points, my own take 

on membership is that I land somewhere between the 

two views—somewhere between a clear biblical prece-

dent for modern church membership on the one hand, 
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and something manufactured to inculcate biblical reali-

ties on the other.  

Thus, if someone was adamant with me that mod-

ern church membership is fabricated, I could see 

myself responding like this: 

Okay, you may be right. Maybe local church mem-

bership, especially in its formal nature, is not in the 

Bible. And because I believe that people should 

obey their conscience, if you don’t ever join a 

church, that is fine with me.  

However, even if you do not become a formal 

member of any church, the Bible encourages you, as 

a Christian, to pick only one local church at any giv-

en time, and to make that one particular local 

church your church “home,” even if your commit-

ment is never formally stated. 

If, however, in our conversation about whether 

membership is biblical or not, we were able to separate 

the formal membership process—let’s call this “the vehi-

cle”—from the realities that are behind church 

membership—let’s call this “the destination”—then the 

hesitancies I expressed above become much less quali-

fied. That is to say, I am strongly in favor of the reality 

that local church membership engenders (“the destina-

tion”), for it is clearly biblical. It is simply the formal 

nature of the process (“the vehicle”) that seems creat-

ed. In other words, the only real question for me is how 

do we get there—that is, to the realities behind biblical 

membership—not should we get there.  
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You see, what I want to strongly discourage is peo-

ple continually hopping from church to church, or 

going to multiple churches at the same time. When 

people do this, they often do it under the guise of being 

“really ministered to.” And although this is common-

place in America—perhaps rampant is a better word—

lack of commitment to particular people and a particu-

lar church cannot be found in the Bible. In fact, just the 

opposite is found.  

The reality is that people who frequently move 

from church to church tend to become consumers of 

religious goods and services, not co-laborers in the 

Gospel. And the same could be said of those who go to 

a Wednesday night Bible study at one church, a Satur-

day night service at another church, and a Sunday 

morning service elsewhere. These people tend to be-

come spiritually unhealthy rather than healthy.  

The path to true maturity involves commitment to 

particular people through the good times and bad, not 

religious consumerism. Once people embrace the Gos-

pel by faith and become reconciled to God, then they 

become disciples. And discipleship, among other 

things, is an intentional rolling-up of your sleeves 

among particular people; discipleship is the renouncing 

of halfhearted commitment to any one church or hav-

ing each foot in a different church. 

I would also add that in light of the transient nature 

of our culture, the creation of a formal agreement to 

submit to the leadership and guidance of a particular 

church—which is a part of the membership agree-



THE GOSPEL AND CHURCH MEMBERSHIP 

 

23 
 

ment—is very prudent and helpful. I do not say this 

because church leaders, such as I, are in need of willing 

subjects to boss around. We are not.  

Rather, formally declaring a humble posture of 

learning and service towards specific brothers and sis-

ters tends to create a biblical environment where 

people work through differences, rather than a place 

where disagreeing people take their ball and go home. 

So often, it is only on the backside of hurts and diffi-

culties that true Christian fellowship—the sturdy, 

Gospel kind of fellowship our God desires—can take 

place.  

The present state of affairs in the American church 

of easily offended, noncommittal church-goers is far 

from the ideal picture Paul held out in Ephesians 4:15-

16, where 

speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in eve-

ry way into him who is the head, into Christ, from 

whom the whole body, joined and held together by 

every joint with which it is equipped, when each 

part is working properly, makes the body grow so 

that it builds itself up in love. 

Consider also that the several dozen “one to anoth-

er” commands in Scripture (e.g., love one another, 

serve one another, forgive one another, care for one 

another, be kind to one another, sing to one another, 

etc.). These commands become nearly unintelligible 

without the creation and maintenance of deep relation-
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ships within the body of Christ, the type of bonds for-

mally created in membership. 

Now, let me close this section by addressing an ob-

jection. Some might say, Yes, this is true, but could not 

all of this “identifying” with one particular local church 

be done informally? Perhaps people could informally 

show which church they belong to by combining things 

such as regular church attendance, financial giving, in-

volvement in ministries, and investment in 

relationships.  

To me, this is sort of like “common law church 

membership.” It’s better to make the reality formal and 

avoid the ambiguity. It helps everyone. And the mod-

ern process of church membership seems like as good a 

way as any to reinforce this identification, an identifica-

tion that is itself thoroughly biblical. 
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CONCLUSION 

If, as I said earlier, God designed the Gospel message 

to do something, namely, to give birth to a community 

of people called The Church; and if this group of peo-

ple, while invisible, is made visible through local 

churches, than I do think it is helpful for Christians to 

formally declare one particular local church—and the 

people of it—with which they are going to identify. In 

short, local church membership is a massive reality that 

we ought to participate in. 

But at the end of the day, to have or not to have, a 

formal church membership process is a decision for 

individual Christians and local churches. At the church 

where I pastor, we think it’s the right thing.  

Regardless of where you come down on member-

ship, what is surely not up for grabs is this: 

commitment. In light of the Gospel, Christians ought 

to make a real commitment to a particular church and 

its people. This is God’s design. 
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The Gospel and Church Membership has been adapted  

from the beginning of Each Part Working Properly. 

Available at Amazon.com.

http://www.amazon.com/dp/1517077044/?faf0e-20
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