
Church membership withdrawal?

It is only possible by faith and baptism to become a member of the church of Jesus Christ. Both are
gifts from God and initiated by him. 

“For he says to Moses, 'I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion 
on whom I have compassion'. It does not, therefore, depend on man's desire or effort, but on 
God's mercy”. (Romans 9:15,16)

We  read  in  Romans  4,  that  baptism,  like  circumcision,  is  a  seal  of  God's  covenant  and  of  the
righteousness of faith. So, in grace, the promise comes by faith and is guaranteed to all Abraham's
offspring who share his faith, believing in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead. We confess
that we in this way have become part of God's chosen people. We confess to 'remain a living member
of it'. (QA 54). Therefore, membership 'withdrawal' opposes  God's deeds. It cannot be allowed as long
as God's people “bend their necks under the yoke of Jesus Christ”. For we also confess that, 

“All those who draw away from the church or who fail to join it, act contrary to the ordinance of
God” (BC art.28) .

To shed some light on 'the ordinance of God', we cannot but benefit  from what is revealed in the Old
Testament. Man had been created to live with God, but by turning away, mankind chose death. Even
after God scattered  mankind 'over the face of the earth', man still did not repent, but continued to live
apart from the LORD. A few decades after Noah had died, God “let the nations go their own way”
(Acts 14:16) and he “gave them up to a depraved mind to do what ought not to be done” (Rom 1:28).
The LORD, however, established a nation for  himself. He took Abraham and his offspring to be his
own holy nation and to be a blessing to the whole earth. God declared that,

“Anyone …, who has not been circumcised in the flesh will be cut off from his people; he has 
broken my covenant” (Gen 17:14).

After Pentecost, the apostle Peter reminds the covenant people that Moses had spoken about a prophet,
'the Holy and Righteous One' (Act 3:14), to whom they must listen(vs 23), 

“Anyone who does not listen to him will be completely cut off from among his people” 
This New Testament rule is the same as the Old Testament regulation. Please note that Peter's quote
adds greater emphasis : 'completely' cut off from 'among' his people. One is either part of the covenant
nation or not at all. Citizen or enemy. As it was from the beginning, it is either life or death, obedience
or disobedience, black or white, sheep or goat, inclusion or exclusion, blessed or cursed. 

“Now choose life, so that you and your children may love the LORD your God, listen to his 
voice, and hold fast to him for the LORD is your life … (Deut. 30:19,20).

We confess that believers are obliged to join the true church in their locality and to live in unity with
other believers. The Three forms of Unity make it quite clear what that entails. Baptist or non-reformed
individuals may look for a community that will above all suit their personal needs.  After all, they are
convinced that forgiveness of sin and eternal life is  available to anyone who  chooses to accept  it,
because all men are free, they say, from the guilt of original sin.(CoD II Rejection of Error #5).

Is a withdrawal admissible?

It has been argued that a membership withdrawal ends the whole process of discipline, because council
has no authority over non-members. In other words, a notice to leave the church of Jesus Christ 
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paralyzes the office-bearers, who can do nothing else than acknowledge this fact. The Lord will indeed
judge those  outside the church. Nevertheless, the concept of 'withdrawal' does not fit with reformed,
scriptural and covenantal  language, because it  is not man, but God who presents and initiates his
covenant. And He is forever faithful. He chooses his people to be blameless and to live a holy life for
he himself is holy (1 Peter 1:15,16). Therefore, a withdrawal is nothing less than an act of defiance. 

We often talk, reason and act as if we have a variety of churches to choose from, while there is in
principle at most only one true church of Jesus Christ in our locality. Those among God's people, who
dismiss His promise of forgiveness and eternal life, react like Cain or Esau and deserve to be 'cut off''.
The point of a withdrawal is  not where one is  going, but what one turns away from. Withdrawal is
leaving the One Body of Jesus Christ, the true church. The destination cannot be used as an excuse,
such as: “At least he'll still attend church every Sunday morning” or “She still believes in Jesus” and
“they have not turned totally pagan”. Such excuses are at times sanctioned, however, when council
announces that the straying member has left this church rather than the church of Jesus Christ. Fact is
that  he/she  left the  communion  of  saints,  the  Body  of  Christ,  the  place  where  believers  “have
communion with Christ and share in all his treasures and gifts”. So, one is responsible for leaving. One
cannot just leave the church for personal reasons, even to avoid a famine, as in the case of Elimelech
seeking reprieve in Moab. Jonah tried to leave, but was not allowed to run away. Jeroboam tried hard in
his way to stay, but his sin became a curse to the nation.

To withdraw from God's people is to turn away from God himself, because Christ is the Head of the
church.  Therefore, a withdrawal notice, is an act of revolt, rebellion and rejection. It always was and is
to be declared inadmissible. It is a violation of all the commandments of God, for a withdrawal is a sin
against God's authority, sabbath, name, service and person. It is the opposite of godliness, for godliness
is an 'undivided heart that fears God's name' (Psalm 86:11). The Lord has “no pleasure in the blood of
animals” (Isa 1:11) but “a broken and contrite heart” he will not despise (Psalm 51:17). The church
council cannot allow a letter of withdrawal to have the final word, for that  means to have 'the spirit of
the world' officially enter the church. Christ's power is always active and must be exercised by his
servants. His authority cannot be crippled or paralyzed and certainly not by a sinner.

A withdrawal is the  ultimate act of defiance and contrary to the will of the Lord. Therefore, a  final
admonishment or act of discipline is  urgently called for.  Moreover,  a  warning signal must also be
sounded for the benefit of the sinner as well as the congregation. Council cannot  forget that they must
act 'on behalf of Christ'. Accepting a withdrawal as an accomplished fact, is not only irresponsible but
contrary to what Christ demands. It is a sin, an act with consequences for the offender, the congregation
and the church. A withdrawal is an offense that cannot just be dismissed nor go unrecorded.

With the letter of withdrawal as a final act of defiance, the individual has excluded him/herself from the
fellowship of Christ and from his kingdom. That must be pronounced. Would the Head of the church
with indifference just shrug his shoulders, accept the new situation and make no judgment? Of course
not.  Therefore,  his deputies are also called to declare that,  without repentance,  this sinner may no
longer use the sacraments, nor take part in the spiritual blessings and benefits which Christ bestows
upon his church. When at a later date he returns to the true church elsewhere, he must acknowledge and
repent from this sin of defiance. Unless there is repentance, this sinner must be regarded as an outcast.
The congregation must also be cautioned not to fall, but to continue in the true fellowship with the
Father, his Son Jesus Christ and with all believers, so that together they may obtain eternal salvation. 
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