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MEMBERSHIP IN CHURCHES OF CHRIST

(A paper by Keith Bowes, revised 2003)

This paper originally was prepared for discussion at a Ministers’ Seminar in Western Australia. It seeks to set out the issues that need to be considered when people within Churches of Christ make decisions about the place of Christians from other communions (churches) in congregations of Churches of Christ.
The basic issue is:


How do we keep in balance the two basic convictions within the witness of Churches of Christ?


(1) 
conviction about the biblical position concerning baptism, and


(2) 
the conviction that members of Churches of Christ are "not the 



only Christians, but Christians only".

The following are important points that need to be considered in making any decision.

1 
Biblical understandings about church membership need to be clearly expressed. These include:

(1)
It is God who adds to the church.

(2)
Church membership is the result of a response by a person to what God has done in the death and resurrection of Jesus and this response is prompted by the Spirit of God, especially through the words of Scripture.

(3)
People's response involves faith in Jesus Christ as God's Son and a commitment to him as Lord, and this leads to a new way of living (repentance and discipleship).

(4)
Baptism means being linked with Christ and this includes a life of service to God and others.

(5)
Baptism is not only "into Christ" but also "into the body of Christ". That is, a person becomes a member of God's church through baptism: it is not a separate act.

(6)
All of the above is part of baptism into Christ, which is both an act of God and a response of faith and repentance by the person.

(7)
Baptism has both an inner and an outer aspect. It involves a new birth and a symbolic sign.

(8)
Membership in the body of Christ needs to be expressed within a particular congregation, into which a believer is welcomed (either following baptism or by transfer from another congregation) so that both the privileges and responsibilities of church membership can be shared.


[These understandings have been stated fairly fully because unfortunately many in Churches of Christ have narrowed baptism from its biblical understanding to make it solely an outward act by the one who believes, and so they have placed it in the category of "obedience".]
2
It is important for Churches of Christ to share (sensitively but strongly) with other Christians this biblical understanding of baptism. The practice of Churches of Christ needs also to express these biblical understandings.

3
In the current situation where many Christian believers have different understandings of baptism, we need to make some distinction between the inner and outer aspects of baptism.

(1)
This is not something the early Christians faced, so there are no statements and precedents that give direct guidance. However, as with other issues the church has faced (eg who can participate in the Lord's Supper), we need to work through this matter using the clear principles revealed in the New Testament).

(2)
Churches of Christ have understood that the New Testament basis for faith is confession that "Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God" and that "he is Lord" ("No creed but Christ").

(3)
It is a clear principle in the New Testament that those who acknowledge Jesus as Lord and Saviour and seek to express that in their lives have participated in the inner aspect of baptism. Some have expressed this (inadequately) through infant baptism and then a personal commitment in confirmation. Others (eg members of the Salvation Army) have expressed their initial faith solely through a personal commitment.

(4)
The New Testament makes it clear that only God knows those who truly confess Christ as Lord and that it is not our prerogative to judge who are and who are not Christians. On the basis of a person's commitment to Jesus as Lord, and the expression (imperfectly) of that faith in the quality of one's life, we gladly acknowledge others as Christian.

4
It is important for Churches of Christ to show in the ways we order our church life the foregoing convictions about who are Christians.

5
The witness of Churches of Christ involves much more than a particular understanding of biblical baptism.


Other aspects of this witness include:


(1) "no creed but Christ";


(2) the New Testament (linked with the Old Testament) as the basis for determining the life of the church, especially where there is a common mind;


(3) "in essentials unity, in non-essentials liberty and in all things love";


(4) weekly observance of the Lord's Supper;


(5) mutual ministry by all members;


(6) the given unity of the church, and the biblical witness that every effort should be made to exhibit visibly that unity, and that division in the church is an expression of sin;


(7) congregational government;.


(8) local autonomy for congregations (although there are a number who question how biblical this is as presently practised.);


(9) the glad affirmation of others as Christian.

6
If a person is to identify with the witness of Churches of Christ, why make baptism the only issue? Are not the other aspects also important?

7
The matter of membership comes to the fore on three kinds of occasions


(1) when a person is seeking to enter the life of the congregation;


(2) when the congregation is involved in making decisions; and


(3) when people are being considered for ministries.


The first occasion is the most difficult pastorally because a rejection of a request for membership may cause people to feel that their Christian standing is being questioned or denied and that they cannot become an integral part of this congregation. This is made the more difficult because many act at a feeling rather than a theological level when considering membership.


When the person does continue within the fellowship of the congregation, the issue of membership may arise again when they wish to share in an important decision that affects the congregation. Unless the congregation is agreed that voting should not be restricted to members, this also becomes a pastorally difficult problem because again the appearance of non-acceptance is given.


It is possible to consider people who are committed Christians but not members for the exercise of a number of ministries, so in most instances this issue can be dealt with pastorally - unless the congregation adopts the policy of using only members.

8
A lot depends on the extent and quality of teaching about various aspects about the witness of Churches of Christ. While it is important for some teaching to be given publicly (through sermons, Bible study groups and sessions on the witness of Churches of Christ), it is best for teaching also to be shared one-to-one in a pastoral setting.

9
While some people find this difficult to accept, it is not possible in a divided church to solve the issue of membership in a completely logical way.


On the one hand, it is not logical to accept people as Christian and deny them membership in a Christian congregation.


On the other hand, it is not logical to have two different bases for membership.


What introduces this illogicality is the disunity of the church, something that (unfortunately) is part of the present church scene.

10.
Different congregations in Churches of Christ approach this matter in basically three different ways, depending on the emphasis placed on the two convictions stated at the beginning.


(1) Membership is only for those who have been immersed following a confession of faith.


[Other Christians usually are welcome to worship with the congregation but there are restrictions on what ministries they can undertake, and they cannot be involved when the congregation makes decisions.]


(2) A few congregations practise only the immersion of those who have made a confession of faith but also allow the transfer of membership for others who have been members of a mainstream Christian church. Usually the latter members are not able to vote on any aspect of the unique positions of Churches of Christ (eg the nature of baptism and the weekly observance of the Lord's Supper).


[The witness of Churches of Christ continues to be shared at all levels of church life.]


(3) Some congregations have two membership rolls.


One is for members of Churches of Christ, that is those who have been immersed following confession of faith, whether in that congregation or another.


The other roll is for "Christians in Fellowship", that is for other Christians who wish to identify as fully as possible with that congregation.


Those on the second roll can participate in all the privileges and responsibilities of membership - except where the particular witness of Churches of Christ is concerned [see under (2) above]. In some congregations, they also are excluded from the appointment of ministers and elders (because of their teaching role) and being a delegate to the Churches of Christ Conference.


[The witness of Churches of Christ continues to be shared at all levels of church life.]

[This approach seeks to make a distinction between being a member of the church of Jesus Christ and being a member of a movement within the church, that is of Churches of Christ. Certainly, some people see two rolls as setting up first and second class members. But having two rolls gives a clear point for pastoral discussion and clarification. It also reminds all that while the church remains divided there will be illogical aspects to the issue of membership.]

11
Each person needs to wrestle out this issue for themselves. The important thing is to look at the many aspects of the biblical witness. Because of the divided state of the church, no conclusion will be completely satisfactory.
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