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I recently applied to take some master level classes at a state university.  Before I could 
register for any classes, I had to go through an acceptance process.  It was necessary 
that I send transcripts from all other colleges I had attended.  In addition, I had to have 
a few references write letters on my behalf.  The admissions department looked over 
my grades and considered the recommendations.  Fortunately, I was accepted!  I have 
enjoyed learning and growing through the classes I am taking.

	 In all domains of life, we understand the need for thoughtful measures before 
being a part of an organization.  Gym memberships, online streaming subscriptions, 
kids sports leagues, professional clubs, and the like often require some sort of 
commitment.  In addition, many organizations have qualifications for membership.

	 It seems the church is one organization in which commitment and qualifications 
are sometimes deemed unnecessary.  Such a perspective is perhaps rooted in a 
misconception of the love of God.  Many regard Jesus as being a loving, tolerant, and 
grandfatherly-like individual who gives a free pass to all.  He tolerates anyone or 
anything.  As a result, it is imagined that the church shouldn’t have any requirements 
for membership.


Legalism or Love?

I remember sharing biblical qualifications for membership in a class I led in my church.  
After laying out Scripture, a young person interjected. “Ugh!  I can’t believe this!  
Everywhere I go, people judge me!  I can’t believe I have to deal with this at church 
too!”

	 The reaction was obviously a bit extreme, but it makes a point.  Many are averse 
to the thought of requirements and restrictions within the church.  They have adopted a 
worldly value system in which God is tolerant of everyone and everything.

	 Certainly God is a God of love.  The Bible says, “God is love” (1 John 4:8).  God 
is also patient toward us (Romans 2:4).  However, He is also a God of truth and justice.  
	 In addition to God’s attributes, it is important to be aware of the role sin plays in 
God’s dealings with humanity.  Our Lord originally created the world with a specific 
intent.  Man was made in God’s image to know God and make God known (Genesis 
1:26-27), but sin highjacked God’s plan (Genesis 3:1-7).  Knowing that man could no 
longer live in HIs presence, the Lord announced His plan for reconciling His people to 
Himself — one would come from the woman who would crush Satan and reverse the 
consequences of sin (Genesis 3:15).  In the New Testament, we read about God’s plan 
of salvation in the famous words of John 3:16 — “For God loved the world in this way: 
He gave his one and only Son, so that everyone who believes in him will not perish but 
have eternal life.”

	 Why do I mention all of this?  The church has a special place in God’s plan.  It is 
His vehicle for announcing the gospel, the message that reveals how men and women 
can be rescued from sin and death.  Jesus told His disciples, “Go, therefore, and make 
disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 



the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe everything I have commanded you. And 
remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:19-20).

	 If the church is God’s plan for proclaiming deliverance from sin and sin’s 
consequences, doesn’t it stand to reason that the church should take sin seriously?  
I’m not talking about being sinfully judgmental.  Jesus warned about that sin in 
Matthew 7:1-5.  I’m talking about an honest, humble, and holy desire for purity 
amongst the church.

	 Lest any think that such a passion is misdirected, consider the plain teaching of 
Scripture.  Paul taught that Jesus’ work at Calvary was intended to secure a pure and 
spotless people for God.  Ephesians 5:25-27 says, “Christ loved the church and gave 
himself for her to make her holy, cleansing her with the washing of water by the word. 
He did this to present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or 
anything like that, but holy and blameless.”  God wants His church to be clean and 
pure; consequently, there is a need for a certain level of membership requirements.


The Salt of the Earth

It is worth asking the question, “Why does the Lord want a certain level of purity in His 
church?”  The answer is simple.  Purity is one of the primary ways the church provides 
a gospel witness to a lost world.  Jesus told His disciples, “You are the salt of the earth.  
But if the salt should lose its taste, how can it be made salty?  It’s no longer good for 
anything but to be thrown out and trampled under people’s feet” (Matthew 5:13).  

	 According the Mosaic Law, salt was often required in sacrifices (Leviticus 2:13).  
It served as a sign of God’s covenant (Numbers 28:19).  It was also associated with 
holiness (Exodus 30:35).  In both Old Testament and New Testament times, salt was 
known as a preserving agent.  In addition, it was associated with thirst.  Salt makes 
people thirsty.

	 By putting all of these things together we can understand the meaning of Jesus’ 
metaphor in Matthew 5:13.  God’s covenant people are to live holy lives.  As they do, 
they will have a preserving effect on the world, as their righteous testimonies will 
squelch the swell of evil.  Their righteous lives will also accomplish a thirst-generating 
work.  That is, when others regard the different and distinct lives of Christians, many 
will be made aware of their own need for God.

	 Can you see why requirements for church membership are important?  If one 
isn’t even a Christian, why should he or she be a part of Christ’s body?  When there 
isn’t a willingness to follow the teachings of Christ, one could potentially taint the body 
of Christ in such a way that the message and mission of Christ are hindered.  This was 
Paul’s teaching in 1 Corinthians 5:7, a passage in which he said, “Clean out the old 
leaven so that you may be a new unleavened batch, as indeed you are. For Christ our 
Passover lamb has been sacrificed.”

	 In what follows, I will share some rather simple and straightforward requirements 
for church membership.  They are neither grandiose nor complex.  They cut straight to 
the heart of what it means to be a Christian.  Additionally, they ensure that the 
reputation and ministry of the church is protected.


Straining at Gnats




Before we get started, I feel it is important to clarify one thing.  It is important that one 
avoid the spirit of the Pharisee.  Some Christians are good at “straining at gnats” and 
“swallowing camels,” as Jesus would say (Matthew 23:24).  Like the religious elite of 
our Lord’s day, they create additional rules for membership that aren’t found in 
Scripture.  They are guilty of what Jesus called “teaching as doctrines human 
commands” (Matthew 15:9).  In addition, they don’t show much grace to those who 
stumble into sin.  Perhaps they need to hear Jesus’ admonition — “The one without sin 
among you should be the first to throw a stone” (John 8:7).

	 The Lord indeed has standards for His church.  After all, didn’t Jesus cleanse 
the temple complex of greedy and deceitful money merchants (Mark 11:15-19)?  The 
apostles were aware of our Lord’s practices and standards, so they likewise 
encouraged processes for correcting wayward church members (1 Corinthians 5:1-13; 
Galatians 6:1; 1 John 5:16-17).  However, both Jesus and His apostles extended grace 
in upholding the standard of the church.  Think about the way in which the Lord 
restored Peter to the fold (John 21:15-19).  Consider also Paul’s admonition that the 
church restore sinning brothers and sisters “with a gentle spirit” (Galatians 6:1).

	 I say all this to say that grace and love should not be forsaken in our zeal for the 
holiness of the church.  We must always be on guard against a self-righteous Spirit.  All 
of us stumble in many ways (James 3:2) and none of us are perfect (Romans 3:10).  
The purpose of church membership requirements is not to erect a spiritually elite group 
of people who are entitled to look down their snobbish noses at sinners.  The intent is 
to maintain Christ’s order, to promote His kingdom, and to provide a brilliant witness of 
holiness to a lost world.  

	 Having said what I have said, let’s consider three biblical qualifications for 
church membership.  What I share below is common in many congregations.  The 
intent is not to produce uniformity and conformity on every moral and theological issue.  
The purpose is to give a basic definition of what it means to be a Christian and a 
member of a local church.  After talking about three biblical qualifications for 
membership.  I will outline a process whereby one might join a church.


BORN-AGAIN

Christianity is different than other world religions in that it places emphasis on a new 
birth.  All other systems of religion and philosophy maintain that one must do good and 
be good in order to earn the favor of an eternal being, the ecosystem, or some other 
entity.  Christianity maintains that none can please God through human works and 
effort (Ephesians 2:9).  To be saved, one needs what Jesus called being “born again.” 	 	
	 John 3 tells of the way in which a religious devotee, a member of the vaunted 
Sanhedrin, approached Jesus for religious consultation.  He said, “Rabbi, we know that 
you are a teacher who has come from God, for no one could perform these signs you 
do unless God were with him” (John 3:2).  Jesus replied, “Truly I tell you, unless 
someone is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God” (John 3:3).

	 Theologians now refer to the event Jesus spoke of in John 3:3 as 
“regeneration.”  One has defined the term as “a secret act of God in which he imparts 



new spiritual life to us.”   I love the inclusion of the word “secret” in that definition, as 1

there is a large degree of mystery concerning the way in which the new birth takes 
place.  Jesus alluded to such when He said, “The wind blows where it pleases, and you 
hear its sound, but you don’t know where it comes from or where it is going.  So it is 
with everyone born of the Spirit” (John 3:8).

	 The new birth teaches us that salvation is not earned.  Neither religious 
observances nor human do-gooding can secure favor with God.  The flesh can never 
manufacture the life God desires.  One needs the Spirit of God to transform his or her 
soul.


The Role of Faith 
It is important to note that faith has a pivotal role in regeneration.  When Jesus 
preached, He called people to be born again, but he also instructed them to “repent 
and believe” (Mark 1:15).  Paul said, “For you are saved by grace through faith, and this 
is not from yourselves; it is God’s gift” (Ephesians 2:8).  In another place, he asked, “I 
only want to learn this from you: Did you receive the Spirit by the works of the law or by 
believing what you heard?” (Galatians 3:2).  The resounding answer Paul expected 
from his rhetorical question was “by believing what we heard!”  The gospel message 
was clear.  Regeneration came by faith in Christ, not religious law.

	 Theologians often debate about the relationship between faith and regeneration.  
For now, we simply want to settle this Scriptural reality — both realities are a part of 
what it means to be Christian.  If one desires to be a part of a local church, he or she 
should give testimony of experiencing regeneration and he or she should express faith 
in Christ for salvation.  The presence of the Holy Spirit in one’s life does not come from 
some secondary experience after salvation.  It invades the human soul at conversion (1 
Corinthians 6:19-20), and it abides with the believer until Christ returns to make all 
things new (Ephesians 1:13-14).


A Requirement for Membership

At our church, our bylaws state that one must make “A personal commitment of faith in 
the Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” in order to be a member.  Such a commitment 
involves the experience of regeneration.  When one requests membership with our 
church, they are normally asked, “Tell me about your salvation experience.”  We listen 
for a testimony that is in alignment with the Bible’s teaching on salvation. 

	 A profession of faith should be expected of anyone who wants to be a member 
of the church, since it is the Spirit that brought the church to life on the day of 
Pentecost (Acts 2:1-36).  Also, it is only by the Spirit that one can live like a Christian 
(Galatians 5:22) and do the work of the church (Acts 1:8).  There will always be 
individuals who make false professions of faith (Matthew 7:15-23; Acts 20:29-31), but 
testimony of true conversion is necessary for church membership.


BAPTISM 
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Baptism is a second requirement for church membership.  The mere mention of the 
term evokes controversy with some.  Many have perceptions of what the act should 
entail, having been programmed with years of family and religious tradition.  Others are 
simply scared of getting soaked with water in front of a crowd of people!  When you 
think about it, the ordinance is indeed a bit strange at face value.  However, it is 
packed with monumental meaning for the church.

	 Jesus commanded the act in His Great Commission.  He said, “Go, therefore, 
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19).  It is important to consider our Lord’s 
instructions in the religious and cultural context in which they were uttered.  For Jews, 
baptism was steeped in Mosaic tradition.  In the temple, ritualistic cleansing that 
signified purification from sin and defilement was customary (Exodus 19:10-14; 
Numbers 8:5-7; Leviticus 11:24-15:33, 17:15; Numbers 31:24; Mark 7:4).

	 For Romans and Gentiles, baptism was often practiced in various arenas of life.  
It was popular for trade guilds to have initiation rites involving immersion.  The famous 
Mithra cult of the Roman army actually baptized new constituents in the blood of a bull.  
Normally, a large hole was dug in the ground and an aspiring member of the cult was 
placed in that hole.  Afterwards, a large iron grate was placed over the opening of the 
hole.  A bull was then sacrificed on top of it.  Blood poured over the newly-minted cult 
member.

	 From a human perspective, Jesus took the religious and Roman practices and 
sanctified them for His use.  However, the practice of Christian baptism was and is a 
part of the eternal counsel of the Lord.  Such is seen through the Trinitarian formula 
Jesus affixed to Christian baptism.  He said the church is to baptize “in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19).  That qualification 
signifies that Christian baptism initiates one into the church of the one, true, living God.


A Sign, Not Salvation 
It is important to note that Christian baptism does not actually provide purification of 
sins.  One is not saved through the act.  There is an erroneous teaching known as 
“baptismal regeneration” that teaches one is born-again as one emerges from 
baptismal waters.  J.C. Ryle rightly said, “There is not one text in scripture that says 
distinctly and expressly that we are born again in baptism, and that every baptized 
person is necessarily regenerated.” 
2

	 Baptism does not save.  Instead, it is intended to provide a picture of salvation.  
Paul remarked on these realities in his letter to the Romans.  He said, “Therefore we 
were buried with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised 
from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too may walk in newness of life” 
(Romans 6:4).  The picture in baptism is rather straightforward.  By being buried in 
water, one gives testimony that his or her old life has been put to death.  By being 
raised out of the water, one signifies that he or she has been raised to live a new life in 
Christ.
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	 This brings us to an important point — the biblical picture of baptism found in 
Romans 6:4 is perhaps the best support for baptism by immersion.  While I respect the 
work of many other Christian denominations who use other modes of baptism, 
sprinkling does not seem to fulfill the intended symbol of the ordinance.  The idea of 
being “buried” with Christ in baptism calls for the act of immersion.


The First Step of Obedience 
Have you ever wondered why Jesus required baptism?  What was His reasoning and 
rationale?  It has often been argued that baptism is “the first step of obedience” in the 
Christian life.  I agree with that sentiment.  If someone is willing to be dunked in water 
in front of a group of people, he or she is perhaps more likely to follow Jesus’ other 
instructions.  The opposite of that argument is true as well — if one isn’t willing to be 
baptized in front of the church, how in the world will he or she fare when it is necessary 
to stand up for the faith in front of the world?

	 My experiences as a pastor have confirmed this rationale.  It is for good reason 
that Jesus made baptism a requirement for church membership.  I’ve often discovered 
that those who are unwilling to be baptized don’t normally stick around the church that 
long.  Baptism both tests obedience and teaches obedience.

	 Because of these things, our church has the practice of asking new members to 
publicly profess Christ via baptism.  If those requesting membership have previously 
been baptized, they are permitted to join, so long as their baptism took place after 
Christian conversion in a church of like faith and practice.  Also, if one has been 
baptized by dipping or sprinkling, we do ask them to be baptized by immersion, as we 
have the conviction that immersion best fulfills the instructions of Scripture.


BASIC AGREEMENT WITH CHURCH BELIEFS 
A final qualification for church membership is basic agreement with the Church’s 
statement of faith.  Most congregations hold to some set of beliefs.  With the internet 
nowadays, many churches have such things posted online.  If you can find out what 
denomination, affiliation, or convention a congregation is a part of, you can normally 
discover a lot about their doctrine.

	 Our church is a part of the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC).  Therefore, it 
adheres to a document known as “The Baptist Faith and Message.”  The doctrinal 
statement provides an outline of the basic beliefs within SBC churches.  It gives a 
doctrinal explanation for the following topics — the Scriptures, God, man, salvation, 
God’s purpose of grace, the church, baptism and the Lord’s Supper, the Lord’s Day, 
the Kingdom, last things, evangelism and missions, education, stewardship, 
cooperation, the Christian and the social order, peace and war, religious liberty, and the 
family. 

	 The Baptist Faith and Message was first adopted by the SBC in 1925.  It served 
as a revision of the New Hampshire Confession of Faith.  The document underwent 
changes in 1963, 1969, and 1998.  The most significant change perhaps took place in 
June of 2000 when statements concerning the inerrancy of Scripture were clarified.




	 The purpose of the Baptist Faith and Message was to provide guidelines for 
employment, policy, editorial content, and missions participation within the SBC.   3

Such should be the purpose of any doctrinal creed or covenant.  Doctrinal statements 
provide a baseline for unity.  If there is not agreement on core and cardinal doctrines of 
the faith, how can one believer participate in meaningful fellowship and ministry with 
another?  

	 Whatever church you are a part of, you should seek to be a member of one with 
whom you have doctrinal agreement.  Beliefs matter.  Truth is important.  One has said, 
“Doctrine - truth – is the basis for practical living. What we believe precedes what we 
do.”   If you are not in alignment with a congregation’s beliefs, you will struggle.  It will 4

be hard to connect.  Your participation in church programs, fellowship events, 
missions, and ministry will always be strained.  Look to be a part of a church to whom 
you can give full-hearted commitment.

	 In regard to the church, the congregation should also expect doctrinal 
agreements from its prospective members.  If the doors of the church are open to 
anyone who has any type of belief system, pandemonium may ensue.  Scripture says, 
“A double minded man is unstable in all his ways” (James 1:8).  People can be double 
minded and churches can too.  There can certainly be disagreements on secondary 
and tertiary issues of the faith, but primary things should not be compromised.  
Division and discord are sure to be the result when people are not on the same 
proverbial page.  It is for this reason that our church asks prospective members to 
express agreement with our doctrinal statement.  Our bylaws say one must have “a 
basic agreement with the Church’s statement of faith.”


HOW TO JOIN 
Before we close our discussion on the qualifications for church membership, it is 
important to talk about one more topic — how to join a church.  I’m often amazed at 
how many seemed overwhelmed at this point.  I guess it is my role as a pastor that 
blinds me to how intimidating joining a church may be.  The purpose here is to give 
simple, step-by-step instructions on how you might join a church.  To do so, I will look 
at the process outlined in the bylaws of our church.


Step 1: Request Membership 
Talk to someone.  Never assume someone knows you want to be a member, or that 
someone must approach you first.  You can talk to a minister or a key leader.  Anyone 
who has a role in the service on Sunday mornings might be able to point you in the 
right direction.  

	 Often times, churches have a response time at the end of worship.  Our church 
does.  This is a great time to receive new members.  Some contact me or a staff 
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member personally when they are interested in joining, but most use the Sunday 
morning response time.  


Step 2: Share Your Testimony of Salvation and Baptism 
Our church bylaws state that an interview is necessary for church membership.  Don’t 
freak out at this point.  Anyone who joins a church should be able to give a profession 
of faith, share about their conversion experience, tell whether or not they have been 
baptized, and give a statement concerning agreement with the church’s beliefs.  This 
may be an intimidating point for some, but it is necessary for membership.  Don’t 
worry.  Most people who handle such interviews are thrilled that you are interested in 
membership.  They want to help and encourage you.

	 As you talk to someone about membership, there are normally several ways in 
which you can become a member.  Most churches have something similar to what is 
listed below:


• By promise of a letter of recommendation from another church of like faith and 
practice


• By statement of prior conversion experience through faith, followed by baptism by 
immersion in a church of like faith (A church of like faith shall always be determined 
at the sole discretion of the Pastoral Staff)


• By statement of prior conversion experience and baptism in a Baptist church when 
no church letter is obtainable


Step 3: Presentation to Church 
Once you have had a conversation with an appointed leader and determined the 
means by which you will join, it is important for your request to be made public to the 
church. The body needs to know that you are now a part of the body!  All churches 
may have different ways of doing this.  Some use newsletters, online webpages, 
multimedia screens in worship services, or the like.  Many still have new members 
stand in front of the church.  Our church has a specific method it uses.  The exact 
method is not what’s important.  The intent is to simply inform the congregation 
concerning the addition of a new member.  In reading the New Testament, we find that 
such a practice was present in the early church (Galatians 2:9).  The body needs to 
know about new members being added so that it can rejoice!


