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Life in Christ’s Family – Pt 2 
(June 23, 2013) 

 

 
 
The Apostle Peter began his first Epistle by addressing those of us who are Christians 
as – parepidemos. This word means: 
 

Exiles, strangers, aliens, foreigners. 
 
Why are we parepidemos – exiles? 
 
There was a time when the world was our home and we fitted in fine. 
 
Then we became Christians – and suddenly we no longer fit. We found we were exiles. 
We found we were wounded and sick and didn’t even know it. 
 
Some of us had family, friends even spouses who didn’t understand and we were 
estranged from them. 
 
Some had to give up their jobs – Christians couldn’t do some occupations they used 
to do. 
 
Some were persecuted. 
 
But there is a place God designed for us where we are supposed to fit – a home for 
exiles – a place with new mothers and fathers and brothers and sisters – a family. 
 
The Bible calls this place – the church. 
 
The church welcomes the broken and bruised, the wounded, the exiles, the immature. 
 
It is a place where this very strange mob – drawn from every strata of society, different 
races, different education, different ways of viewing the world – are to come together 
– as a family – and heal – and rejoice – and grow. 
 
And then as they grow in the bonds of Christian unity the goal is for them to grow to 
the place where they go back into the world and besiege the gates of hell to try and 
snatch some other smouldering soul from the fire and welcome them into the church 
to heal and rejoice and grow. 
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We have been looking at this process in a series – Life In Christ’s Family. 
 
Two weeks ago we looked at what the local church is. 
 
There we saw that: 
 

 
 

God’s pattern for the local church is to be a family of redeemed people, in 
which each member strives to be actively committed to growing in Christ-
likeness by receiving ministry and ministering to others, for God’s glory and our 
good. 

  
One of the great tragedies is how the local church – the family God designed for us to 
heal and share and love and worship and grow – has become for some little more than 
a weekly social club – where nice people spend a few hours with other nice people – 
or a teaching centre – which is in the words of Chuck Swindoll – no more than a Bible 
School with a steeple on top. 
 
If that is all church is – then it is not a healthy place for any Christian to be. 
 
Last week we looked at the What, How and Who – of God’s plan for using the local 
church in your life and my life. 
 

 
 
What is the local church for? To help us grow to maturity in Christ. 
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To reach our potential as servants of Christ. 
 
To not be satisfied as lukewarm Christians. 
 
How does the local church do this? Through mutuality – we both receive ministry and 
minister to one another. 
 
The church was not designed for leaders to do all the ministry. 
 
The analogy Paul gives is of a body where every part is necessary – not a head or an 
arm where some do most of the work. 
 
Who does the local church exist for? For its members. 
 
To explain what this meant we went through our rather imperfect definition of how we 
see church membership at Grace Bible Church. 
 

 
 

Church membership is a formal acknowledgement by a local church that they 
recognize a professing Christian as truly being in the kingdom and it is an 
acknowledgment by those who become members of their intent to commit to a 
particular local fellowship as the family where they will live out their mutual 
obligation of love and service to fellow brothers and receive the love, edification 
and if necessary admonishment of other brothers in that fellowship. 

 
We saw that the Scriptures speak of believers as associated with a local church in a 
manner that is far more organised than just attending on a Sunday morning. 
 
We then looked at a number of Scriptures that indicate that membership in a local 
church is something that is expected of every believer – in particular we looked at the 
local church’s responsibility for binding and loosing – declaring that a professing 
believer was or was not a true Christian. 
 
This morning we come to a very difficult sermon. How are we to flesh out our 
understanding of the local church and membership here at Grace Bible Church? 
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There are few sermons I have struggled over as much. Getting the balance right is 
terribly hard. 
 
For some of you this sermon might sound legalistic – while to some it will not go nearly 
far enough. 
 
Let me be very clear about this – while Scripture definitely commands us to associate 
with a local church it does not dictate exactly how membership in a particular local 
church is to be fleshed out. 
 
As it does in many areas – the Bible gives the principle – in this case – associate with 
a local church – but leaves the practical outworking of the principle to the leadership 
of each local church. 
 
We see this in many areas. 
 
Churches are to be led by elders – how many, how old, how they are appointed – this 
is not spelled out. 
 
Churches are to gather for worship – at what time, for how long, exactly what is in the 
service – these are not spelled out. 
 
So while last week we saw that membership is not an option – how membership is 
fleshed out in a local church has varied. 
 
Historically there have been three basic approaches. 
 

 
 

No formal membership 
Optional membership 
Expected membership 

 
No formal membership 
 
It is not that there is no membership – it is just that there is no formal membership. 
 
No formal identifiable process of a church publicly affirming that they have concluded 
that this person is a believer and that believer has chosen to identify as a member with 
this local church. 
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Those who attend a local church regularly are simply considered to be the members. 
 
Some have argued that this is most likely the way the first century church operated. 
 
That is possible. It is an argument from silence. 
 
The fact that the church seemed to keep records of who associated with them and 
how many associated seems to indicate something more formal but we can’t be sure. 
We saw this last week in the case of the roll of fellowship widows in need in 1 Timothy 
5 and the process of church discipline in 1 Corinthians 5. 
 
Even if it was the case that a less formal church situation operated in the first century, 
there was only one local church in each city and to associate with that church came at 
a great cost such as persecution and alienation from your family. You did not have 
casual – lets see what it is like – attenders. You did not have those floating from 
congregation to congregation. 
 
The church was a haven for saints and it is possible that there was not the need for 
any more formal identification of who was a member. 
 
But as Christianity spread, as cities began to have more than one congregation – we 
know churches did start asking – just who belongs to this local flock? Who is part of 
this family? Who is in the trenches with me? Early church documents like the Didache 
indicate a growing formalism in regards to membership. 
 
As such many churches began to implement a much more formal process of 
association. Over time there came to be two main approaches. 
 
Optional membership 
 
Of all of those attending some choose whether to formally commit to that church – 
others don’t. 
 
And … 
 
Expected membership… 
 
Where those who attend and stay are expected to formally become members. 
 
So where are we at today? 
 
Some denominations – such as Brethren – have chosen to have no formal 
membership. Many of the independent churches springing up today are averse to any 
structure or authority and have elected to have no formal membership. 
 
But most churches today still have some form of membership. 
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After the Reformation, probably the majority of churches had expected membership. 
But that changed throughout the course of the 20th century in particular from the 1960s 
onwards. 
 
There was a growing sense of individualism in society and in the church. The strong 
links to a local church began to break down. 
 
Churches were often no longer local. Most families now had a car which meant they 
could travel longer distances to a church that suited them. For example, here at Grace 
we have families who travel from as far as Samsonvale in the North West… to the 
Gold Coast in the South East – a catchment area of more than 100km. We also have 
families west to Ipswich and east to the sea. 
 
Denominational ties began to break down.  We have people from a diverse range of 
church backgrounds including Baptist, Brethren, Presbyterian, Pentecostal, Church of 
Christ … and many more. 
 
Churches became more diverse racially, ethnically, socially. 
 
Many young adults turned from Christ and those who stayed often worshipped in 
different churches to their parents. 
 
Many chose to have toes in a number of local churches. Bible studies in one – Sunday 
attendance at another. Morning at one evening at another. Husbands and wives at 
different churches that suited them. 
 
Add to that many people who had been mistreated by churches who had abused their 
God given authority. Saints who became averse to any suggestion of authority or 
submission and pulled back from the notion of commitment. 
 
Many just wanted to sit in a church and recover – not pour themselves into it. 
 
Work weeks increased. Wives left the home for the workplace. Just getting to a 
worship service weekly was about all many felt they had energy left to do. 
 
This led to a growing disconnect with other church saints throughout the week. 
 
And many were asking questions previous generations never asked: 
 
• Why should I commit to a local church? 
• What does membership give me that just attending doesn’t? 
• I am so busy – why should I go to homegroup, prayer group, ladies’ study or 

evening service? Fairly regularly Sunday morning should be enough. 
 
All of this mean that a growing number of Christians made it clear that they would only 
attend churches that had no formal membership or wouldn’t expect them to commit. 
 
The result was that the majority of churches chose not to fight this growing tide and 
adopted optional membership. 
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I have spoken to so many pastors who would label this move to optional membership 
an unmitigated disaster. 
 
The situation in churches across Brisbane with optional membership is usually like 
this. 
 
Membership is plummeting. Why commit when there is no upside and most likely you 
will be moving on in a couple of years? 
 
In most churches with optional membership – around 30-40% of the active attenders 
are members. Often it is much less. 
 
That means that 60-70% of active attenders are non-members. 
 
And on top of that there is another large group of casual attenders who are tacked on. 
They are trying the church out. They are not even sure if they want to be an active 
attender. 
 
Pastors across this city and around the world see this as a growing problem. They 
don’t know who is a part of their church. 
 
Which souls do pastors give an account for? 
 
Who do they exercise Christ’s command to bind and loose on? 
 
Who is committed to the church and who is the church is committed to? 
 
Who do they allow to serve in important areas? Who do they counsel? Who do they 
discipline? 
 
Here is one consequence I have seen too many times. An attender becomes enslaved 
to sin – the process of church discipline begins – a brother goes to them and they are 
unrepentant and heedless of how they are destroying their life and the lives around 
them – yet another brother comes to them and they just move on – the pastors follow 
them up only to be told – I’m not a member – leave me alone. 
 
For many years now – we have had optional membership in this church. 
 
The elders have thought and prayed about this. 
 
We have studied these passages and in particular our responsibility of binding and 
loosing. Our goal of maturing. 
 
Here is our great dilemma. 
 
We have been convicted that we have not emphasised the one anothers enough. That 
we have not engendered enough of an atmosphere of love, support, counsel, 
understanding, warning, growth, prayer and healing from everyone in the body. 
 



 8 

We have talked at length about how we are committed to try and encourage everyone 
here to become mature in Christ. We want to start shepherding in more direct ways. 
 
But – this requires some raising of the bar in terms of mutual ministry and it begs the 
question of to whom do we do this? Also any raising of the bar and you get cries of 
legalism. 
 
We have preached on membership a few times – and we have been blessed by the 
response. Among those who would call this church their home – membership has risen 
from 30% to around 55%. 
 
But we still asked ourselves some questions. 
 
Why do some attend here regularly for years but not commit to saying this is their 
church? Why do they remain somewhat peripheral? 
 
We came up with answers like this: 
 
• Some have been burned in churches before and just want to stay on the periphery. 
 
• Some are wary of authority and submission. 
 
• Some are happy with their relationships – family a few close friends and don’t see 

the need to develop further relationships with the whole body. 
 
• Some are just so busy they are worried about any more significant commitment. 
 
• Some don’t see any benefit in becoming members. 
 
• Some just struggle with any form of commitment. 
 
• Some are still unsure if this is where they fit. 
 
With all due respect, I want to suggest these are not good enough reasons to not join 
a church. 
 
God commands us to come together as a body. He commands us to submit. He 
commands us to bear the burdens of all not just our friends. He commands us to make 
time to serve. 
 
His plan is for more than peripheral involvement. 
 
Do you not quite fit? Are you a bit different to others here? Welcome to the club. In 
one sense none of us fit. Our task is to find a way to make every diverse part of the 
body fit together. 
 
We know some churches have abused the authority that comes with membership – 
but that doesn’t mean we ignore a biblical principle. 
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Just because some abuse their authority as husbands or fathers – doesn’t mean we 
abandon the institution of the family which God created. 
 
It means we have to work harder to see those institutions function as God designed 
them to. 
 
So what are we to do? 
 
As the elders have studied this over the past year or so – we have become convinced 
that while we will not go so far as to say expected membership is the only approach a 
church should have – we would go so far as to say that the Bible expects every 
Christian to be a member of a local church. 
 
We have come to a firm conviction that optional membership is not the best way to 
implement God’s pan for maturing and shepherding every believer. 
 
Yet we are very concerned that if we simply draw a line and say – we see expected 
membership as the way the Lord would have us function here – that it would come 
across as inflexible. 
 
And even more than that we are worried that some of the hurting Christians, the more 
vulnerable ones, the very ones who need the most help – might turn away. 
 
Too often a sermon like this sounds like raising the bar – we just want the strong 
healthy Christians who fit here and are doing well. The rest can shape up or ship out. 
 
It can even sound like – we want your labour and money but that is about it. 
 
I can tell you that isn’t our heart. 
 
We have also seen that for many becoming members did nothing. They didn’t get 
more involved, they didn’t grow, they didn't mutually minister. 
 
We know that membership is no magic bullet. Each Christian has to decide that they 
want to go deeper. They have to decide to want to avail themselves of the privileges 
of the church and to minister the one anothers. 
 
We know that we all need loving, unguarded and deep relationships – but we can’t 
force these. 
 
So weighing all of this up – I want to tell you how we plan to proceed – and I really 
pray that I can convey our heart here and not come across as too legalistic or too 
loose. 
 
What we propose to do is to move toward implementing a form of expected 
membership. 
 
We are not saying this is the only biblical way to run a church. We are saying this 
seems to us the best way to shepherd this church family. 
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What does this mean? Three things. 
 

 
 

The privilege of association will generally be for members 
The privilege of being ministered to will generally be for members 
The privilege of ministering will generally be for members 

 
We put generally in here because there will always be exceptions – but we want this 
to be the norm. 
 
1. The privilege of association will generally be for members 
 
Let me remind you again of our definition of church membership. 
 

 
 

Church membership is a formal acknowledgement by a local church that they 
recognize a professing Christian as truly being in the kingdom and it is an 
acknowledgement by those who become members of their intent to commit to 
a particular local fellowship as the family where they will live out their mutual 
obligation of love and service to fellow brothers and receive the love, edification 
and if necessary admonishment of other brothers in that fellowship. 

 
We think that it is not unreasonable to ask those who choose to fellowship here – those 
who say – this is the local church where I intend to live out my mutual obligation of 
love and service – to formally acknowledge this mutual commitment. 
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We have saints who have been here for years – who are not members – and we often 
don’t know why. We are not sure where they really fit. We are unsure of our obligation 
to them. 
 
Some are fairly plugged in – some are more peripheral. We need to know where they 
stand. 
 

 
 
Practically we plan that this will work like this. 
 
When a new person or family comes to our church and wants to join the church we 
think they should take some time to get to know who we are and what we are like 
before they decide if this is where they want to associate as members of the body of 
Christ. We think that they should take at least four to six months before committing to 
membership. 
 
But then, once they have been here twelve months – we think this should be enough 
time to see if this is where they want to be a part of the body. We want them to then 
commit to being a part of our family. 
 
So if you have been here for 12 months and are not a member and this is where you 
wish to serve and grow and worship – then we want to know that you are indeed a 
part of us. We want you to become members. 
 
We have regular baptism classes and a membership classes. 
 
If you are coming to this church and are not yet a Christian, if you are here to 
investigate Christianity – to seek out more about Jesus, His good news, His way of life 
– you are more welcome to stay and learn and seek! And we will help you in 
understanding what it means to know and follow Jesus. 
 
But if you’re convinced you are a Christian, and after more than a year of attending, 
and after chatting with you about life in the local church family, you still won’t commit 
– if there is some reason you cannot say, ‘Grace Bible Church is where I want to grow 
and minister and be ministered to’ – then we want to know why. 
 
We don’t want to push you away. We want you to stay here and grow with us. 
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But a large group of uncommitted attendees is not what we want either. We want to 
know who is our family. Which exiles want to call this weird group God called together 
– their family. 
 
So if you do not wish to become a member – we want to know why you wish to come 
here but not join here. Where you are at spiritually? How you understand the 
Scriptures regarding your responsibility to associate with and minister in a local 
church. 
 
If there is no mutual ministry – if you don’t want real relationships here – then we are 
concerned you won’t become what Jesus intends you to and you will remain on the 
fringes. 
 
If you have decided that you do not want more out of a church than some good 
teaching and a good Sunday Service – then possibly – perhaps probably – this might 
not be the church for you. 
 
Are we going to be totally rigid on asking all who want to associate here to be 
members? No. 
 
Are there exceptions? Sure – but on a case by case basis. 
 
It will be very much the exception – not the norm. 
 
If you are visiting here from the United Kingdom for two years and then returning – if 
you don’t wish to formally join for that time – just retain your membership in the church 
in the UK – then we will be happy treat you as a brother and like a member while you 
are here. 
 
If you hold a deep theological conviction that membership is wrong – then perhaps 
this is not the best church for you – but we can talk through this with you to understand 
why you think that and search the Scriptures together about it. 
 
We don’t want this to be legalistic – but we want to improve how we serve Christ 
together. 
 
Maybe I am missing something but I don’t see why any Christian who wants to be sold 
out for Jesus would want to remain on the periphery of this church long term without 
commitment. It is not good for you spiritually, it’s not good for the other members and 
it is not good for us as those who have responsibility for your soul. 
 
2. The privilege of being ministered to will generally be for members 
 
Look at these verses: 
 
Hebrews 13:17: 
 

Obey our leaders and submit to them, for they keep watch over our souls, as 
those who will have to give an account. 
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Acts 20:28:  
 

Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock, in which the Holy Spirit 
has made you overseers, to care for the church of God, which he obtained with 
his own blood.  

 
1 Peter 5:1–2:  
 

So I exhort the elders among you … shepherd the flock of God that is among 
you, exercising oversight, not under compulsion, but willingly, as God would 
have you; not for shameful gain, but eagerly. 

 
Shepherding a flock keeps you up at night. It is hard work. And it brings accountability 
before God. 
 
We need to know who is the flock of God we have been given. 
 
The reality is that we spend so much time with people who appear for a time, attend 
sporadically, have messed up lives – but as soon as you begin to put some 
accountability in their lives – talk to them about God’s plan for how they can heal – 
they are gone. 
 
We continually get calls from people in other churches or asked by someone in our 
church about their friends – will you counsel Fred and Janet? 
 
Fred and Janet might float around churches. 
 
Fred and Janet might listen to John Piper. But John Piper is not their shepherd. He 
will not come when their marriage is in trouble. 
 
And if Fred and Janet are not part of this church – then we believe we have no direct 
responsibility for them. 
 
While it is a generalisation – there is truth to the statement that many lukewarm 
Christians choose not to become members because they do not want commitment 
and accountability. They do not want to be challenged and moved out of their comfort 
zone. 
 
And they may well have their difficulties because they were not committed to a local 
body and being held accountable. 
 
We have decided that in general – the privilege of being ministered to – counselling, 
encouragement, admonition, bearing burdens, financial help and the like – will be for 
members or those becoming members. 
 
That is in general. We will help others on a case by case basis – but in general – 
members of this household of God will be our priority. 
 
3. The privilege of ministering will generally be for members 
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When someone visits the church and sees someone greeting them, serving morning 
tea, playing guitar – the assumption is that they are part of the church. 
 
And we want to have a handle on where those who represent the church are at 
spiritually – even if it is just handing out bulletins. 
 
We want to move toward filling all of our positions of service with members. 
 
Will there be exceptions? Yes. 
 
Your kids want to help you greet or serve morning tea – that is great. 
 
If a 16 year old has evident spiritual maturity to serve – and would like to serve on the 
sound desk, singing, steward – if we know him or her well enough – fine. 
 
Someone has been at the church for a few months – indicates that at the next class 
they will become a member – but wants to help with cleaning and morning tea now – 
if we know you – fine – and hallelujah – may your tribe increase. 
 
It will take a year or so to work through this and to transition our roster to just members 
and young adults. 
 
But even before then, what we want you to do is consider where you can serve. 
 
The roster isn’t arduous. By default everyone gets put on cleaning – about once every 
two years – and morning tea – once a year or so – and the roster comes out well in 
advance. 
 
But we want you to then add areas you want to serve in – crèche, mobile library, 
sound, mowing – whatever. 
 
Sadly, most never add anything. Some remove themselves from everything. 
 
It should be a delight to serve our brothers and sisters – our family. 
 
This is not a social club – it is not a Bible School – it is a family where we all serve. 
 
Please consider where you can serve. 
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It isn’t arduous. We get many people who say – I can’t serve – at all. 
 
I have kids, shiftwork, whatever. Truth is we are all busy. 
 
Know what – you can still serve if you want. 
 
Cleaning is once every two years. You get advance notice. You can do it any time of 
the day any one of six days. You can swap with someone else. 
 
Being on a roster is only one small part of body life – and certainly not the most 
important. There are ways all of us can serve. 
 
If it is not the roster, have someone over deliberately to encourage them in their faith, 
write a letter, babysit to bless – find a way to serve the body. Minister the one anothers. 
 
We know some can’t serve – those who are older, injured, really can’t serve – fine. 
 
But I do find it sad that some continually indicate they are permanently in a ‘can’t serve’ 
date or can serve as a ‘substitute only’ – but never accept substitutions. 
 
Look – if serving in a particular way is truly too much – tell us and we would rather just 
take you off.  But think about why you would do that – think about what it does to you 
and to the body. 
 
If you don’t get church emails or emails about the roster – either you are not on those 
databases or we have your email wrong. Please send an email to Dave or myself and 
we will adjust it. 
 
You need others in the family, the family needs you. Soon we will really need you. 
 
In a few weeks we plant a new church. One whole homegroup and many others gone. 
 
They say that in most churches 80% of the work is done by 20% of the people. We 
are about to lose half of our 20% of workers. 
 
We are losing an elder who is a pastor, five deacons – plus at least two who can no 
longer serve. We are losing at least 70% of our deacons – let alone their incredible 
wives. 
 
As the elders looked at who might replace them we realised that we were also sending 
many of those we had earmarked as future leaders in our church – both elders and 
deacons. 
 
As well we are sending those who oversee our data bases, roster, bulletin and many 
other administrative duties. 
 
Core people in Kids Club, Youth Quake and other ministries. 
 
Some of our most significant givers. 
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I have a daughter getting married later in the year – in some ways this hurts more. In 
marriage I gain a son. But here are people you love and minister with – and they are 
going. 
 
Most days I feel like saying – forget it – pull the plug. But this is building the kingdom. 
It is what we are here for. That is the only thing that lets us do this. 
 
On top of this – a church plant is a very expensive endeavour. 
 
At same time we plant the church, we have chosen to take on a further significant 
commitment to Thomas and Marcella, who have decided to return to the mission field 
overseas. 
 
If this is your local church where you want to live out your mutual obligation of love 
and service. Then it is time to be active, to live as a family. We need every last one of 
you. 
 
We need you all to step up. Young men and women – 16-25 – we need you to grow 
up now. 
 
Planting a church and keeping this church strong will need every one of you involved 
and seriously committed. 
 
Help us make this church what God meant it to be. Help build us up so we can storm 
the gates of hell for the glory of God. 
 
I know it is not just our members who have helped us so far – we have attenders who 
are magnificent in serving and giving and loving – but we think it is time for you to join 
us as members. 
 
Having presented this – there are questions that will certainly have arisen in your 
minds. 
 
What about paedobaptists – those who hold to infant baptism – can they be members? 
 
We are a Baptist church. We believe baptism is given as a sign of existing faith not a 
promise of future faith. 
 
However, in certain circumstances we do allow those who have a genuine theological 
adherence to paedopabtism to be members after they have genuinely examined the 
Baptist position and met with the elders to articulate their understanding of baptism 
and the Bible. 
 
Perhaps one of the more difficult practical questions we face – what about children 
and young adults in terms of membership and related to it baptism? 
 
Because we are a church which is baptistic – we only baptise believers – the question 
of age of membership is to some degree linked to the age of baptism. 
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So before I deal with membership – let me look at baptism and where we stand. 
 
This is a terribly difficult area to make firm decisions in. Here are just a few of the 
factors complicating any decisions regarding the age of baptism: 
 

 
 

• When did a child who grew up in a Christian home and came to faith actually 
become a child of God? 

 
• How old and how mature were those who were baptised in New Testament 

household baptisms? 
 

• When is a child considered to have become an adult? 
 

• How credible a profession of faith do you need to baptise someone? 
 
Let me talk you through these issues. 
 
Most kids who grow up in a Christian home make a profession of faith at a young age. 
Many make multiple professions of faith. 
 
Here some very precious notes handed to me years ago: 
 

I, Stephanie Jean Lloyd became a CHRISTIAN on the 26th of October 2003. 
Age 9 ¾. 

 
June 19th Sunday 2005. 
I becum (sic) Christian. 
Peter Craig Lloyd. 

 
However, if you talk to Stephanie and Peter today – they would say that they actually 
came to Christ many years later. 
 
Were they saved back then? – it is so hard to tell. 
 
If I had offered – would they have been baptised then? Yes. 
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Children who grow up in Christian homes have many advantages. They grow up 
surrounded by the love of godly parents and hearing of the love of Christ. 
 
They see baptisms. They hear testimonies. The want to go to heaven and be with the 
people of God. 
 
They make professions of faith. 
 
Is that when they enter the kingdom of God’s Son? That is a very hard question to 
answer. 
 
Looking back at children who make professions of faith at an early age in this church 
– some just keep growing in their faith – some turn away for a time and come back – 
some turn away and don’t come back. 
 
So – in light of this difficulty – is there a minimum age at which churches should baptise 
children or young adults? 
 
Please listen carefully. 
 
There is nothing in the Bible about any specific age for baptism. 
 
In Acts and the Epistles we find some references to whole households believing, 
repenting and being baptised. 
 
But in those ‘household’ cases (which included servants/employees), the clear pattern 
was that those who were baptised were old enough to understand the gospel, repent 
and trust Christ. 
  

Salvation came to “all who heard the word” (Acts 10:48) 
“[Paul & Silas] spoke the word of the Lord to him and to ALL who were in his h”  

Only those old enough to hear and repent were baptised. 
 
But just how old is that? No specific age is given. 
 
Instead of an age, Scripture uses descriptors such as believed, repented, understood. 
 
In light of this, Baptist churches have long argued that all who give a “credible 
profession” of faith should be baptised. 
 
However, when it comes to children – there are disagreements about what constitutes 
a credible enough profession of faith to warrant they be baptised. 
 
Churches seem to fall into three groups as to how credible a profession is needed. 
 
Childlike profession. 
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This group focuses on comments by Jesus such as: 
 

 
 
Matthew 11:25:  
 

I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these 
things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little children. 

 
Matthew 19:14:  
 

Let the little children come to me and do not hinder them, for to such belongs 
the kingdom of heaven. 
 

Luke 18:17:  
 
Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child 
shall not enter it. 

 
While there is no agreement about the exact age of the children Jesus is referring to 
– these words can speak of a fairly young child. 
 
So some say, as soon as a child can give assent to Jesus – they are old enough to be 
baptised – and that includes quite young children. 
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In 2006, the Southern Baptist Convention in the USA reported that 33% of those ho 
were baptised were of children age 11 and below. Thousands were children age 5 and 
below. In fact baptisms of children under 5 is their fastest growing group. 
 
You ask a child – do you love Jesus? – yes. 
 
Have you trusted Jesus for your salvation? – yes. 
 
For the Childlike Profession camp – such a simple confession is credible enough to 
baptise them. 
 
Basic Profession. 
 

 
 
This group looks more at household baptisms and the likelihood that young teens and 
preteens were included. 
 
They do not necessarily look for a fully formed understanding of the gospel. A good 
basic grasp of the gospel is what they want. 
 
While some would put a lower age limit – many don’t – but in practice this group usually 
says a child of 10-13 – can give a credible testimony and should be baptised. 
 
This is probably the largest group among Baptists in Australia. 
 
John MacArthur and John Piper and many other very prominent teachers would agree 
with this view. 
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Adult profession. 
 

 
 
In biblical times – 13 was the age at which one was considered an adult. 
 
We need to keep in mind that in the society of first century Israel – children were 
trained with the expectation of being treated as adults at 13. At 13 you worked, could 
marry and were considered a son of the covenant. 
 
I can tell you – at 13 – I did not consider any of my children as adults. The thought of 
my son or any of your sons at 13 marrying and heading up their own household is 
beyond my comprehension. I can also say there are many 20 or even 25 year olds I 
barely consider adult. 
 
Today – it is a different society with different expectations. 
 
This Adult Profession group tends to look at passages dealing with discipleship – 
counting the cost, taking up your cross, making Christ Lord, being under the authority 
of God. 
 
They tend to argue such concepts requires an age when the faith is clearly theirs, not 
their parents. 
 
Most likely an age when society also considers them to be adult. 
 
Since 18 is usually viewed as the age where we consider a child to be an adult today 
– this group tends to lean toward around that age. 
 
A hundred years ago – most Baptist churches required an age of 18 before they would 
baptise someone. 
 
Having seen so many children become baptised and then grow to recant their faith – 
or be baptised many times – a growing number of churches have gone back to the 
ways of a century ago – requiring a child to be somewhere around 16 or 18 before 
they can be baptised. 
 
Pastor Mark Dever would be one of many who holds this position. 
 
Given all of this, where do we stand? 
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This has been a question that we as elders have found incredibly difficult. There is no 
clear cut right and wrong. 
 
What we have come to after much debate, prayer, study and agonising is this: 
 

 
 
Scripture gives no minimum age for baptism but does give minimum requirements for 
a credible profession. These include: 
 

• An understanding of the person and nature of Christ 
 

• An understanding of faith and the place of the cross in salvation 
 

• A deliberate decision to turn from the world to Christ 
 

• An understanding of counting the cost and bearing His cross 
 

• A choice to turn from the world to Christ 
 

• An understanding of the need to join a local church and the mutual obligations 
that entails 

 
We are certainly not after a perfect understanding of these things. How deep a 
knowledge did those at Pentecost have of these things? Certainly, they understood all 
of these to some degree. 
 
Practically, unless your child has extraordinary faith – don’t bring them for baptism at 
a very young age. 
 
Dads – do talk to them about these things. 
 
Find out if their faith is theirs not yours. 
 
As a rough rule of thumb – we would think that the ordinary child in today’s society – 
taught the truths of the gospel consistently could – not should – could – be ready for 
baptism at 16. 
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Yes – a few might be ready earlier. We don’t want to set an age. If you have a very 
spiritually mature child at an earlier age – talk to us. 
 
And many won’t be ready till later. They may need to leave school and experience 
some independence – to know if their faith is real. They might need to be away from 
Mum and Dad to see if their faith is real. 
 
The local church is given the responsibility to bind and loose – to examine those who 
name the name of Christ – to see if their faith is true. 
 
We will do this on an individual basis. 
 
And we will not claim to get it right every time. The disciples baptised Simon Magus – 
a false believer. 
 
That is why the church is given the power to loose – church discipline – to declare 
someone is not a true believer. 
 
We also believe that the Lord’s Table should be limited to those who are baptised. 
 
Again – we are not saying that a younger child who is not baptised and not partaking 
of Communion is not saved! We are saying that we want a credible profession before 
baptising them and seeing them partake of Communion. 
 
If your young children ask you if they are saved – if you as the parent believe they are 
then by all means tell them so – and rejoice with them. But tell them these processes 
of joining the church in this more formal way and accepting the responsibilities that 
come with baptism and membership might take some more growing in Christ. 
 
That is baptism – what about membership? 
 
If we baptise a 16 year old should they become a church member? 
 
If we baptise an 18 year old should they become a church member? 
 
If a family turns up and their 12 year old was baptised at another church – do we make 
their child a member? 
 
Welcome to my world of no easy answers. 
 
Traditional Baptist teaching is that baptism – as a believer – is one of the prerequisites 
for church membership. 
 
Where do they get this? 
 
From passages like Acts 2:41:  
 

So those who received his word were baptized, and there were added that day 
about three thousand souls.  
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Around 3,000 souls were baptised and were added to the church. There seems to be 
a link between baptism and union with a local church. 
 
In many ways this should not surprise us. Baptism is sign to the church and the world 
that you have turned to Christ. You have died with Christ and been raised with Him. 
You repent of your sins and as a sign – you are baptised. 
 
1 Peter 3:21:  
 

Baptism … [is] not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God 
for a good conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

 
Remember the first part of our definition of church membership: 
 

 
 

Church membership is a formal acknowledgement by a local church that they 
recognize a professing Christian as truly being in the kingdom. 

 
In a sense that is what baptism is. We baptise those we recognise as truly being in the 
kingdom. We get their profession of faith, their testimony and acknowledge they are 
in Christ. 
 
We believe that the principle is for baptism to be performed not by an individual – but 
by a local church – we as a church affirm that they are saved – the church binds them 
on earth and in heaven – and welcomes them as part of the church. 
 
And in response – those who are baptised are to: 
 

Acknowledge their intent to commit to a particular local fellowship. 
 
The general principle is you join the local church who baptises you. 
 
This is why those baptised this morning will be inducted to membership at the end of 
the service. 
 
In this way there is a link between baptism and church membership. 
 
Is this link absolute? 
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No it is not. 
 
In normal circumstances – a believer is to be baptised by a local church and to unite 
with a local church. 
 
There is no thought in Scripture of a true believer not looking to unite with a local 
church. 
 
However, Scripture seems to understand that that is the ideal – but it is not absolute. 
 
For example consider the case of the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8. 
 
In the desert between Jerusalem and Gaza this man is convicted by reading the Word 
of God and led to Christ by Philip – and there in the middle of a desert they came to 
an oasis and the eunuch was baptised. 
 
And then …. He became a member of the local church. 
 
Didn’t happen! 
 
The eunuch got back in his chariot and continued on to Ethiopia rejoicing. 
 
But when he got there – there was no local church to join. Tradition states that God 
used him in founding a local church in Ethiopia. 
 
In Acts – Paul goes into cities and leads men and women to Christ and baptises them. 
At that time there is no local church to baptise them and for them to join. The baptised 
believers then form a church – appoint leaders – begin to meet – but that takes time. 
 
So the link between baptism and church membership is normative – but circumstances 
might delay the link between baptism and membership. 
 
What does this have to do with baptism and membership regarding children and young 
adults? 
 
Ideally, if someone is old enough to be baptised – joined to Christ – they are old 
enough to be members – joined to the local church. 
 
However, there are a couple of factors to take into consideration in our situation. 
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• The changed nature of the local church since the first century 
 

• The changed nature of society’s views on who is an adult 
 
Consider if you grew up the son or daughter of Christian parents in first century Philippi 
– you reached your teens and the church decided to baptise you. 
 
You have come to Christ. You know you should join a local church. There is no option 
about which church to join. You became a member of the church which is in Philippi. 
 
Compare that to those who grow up in Grace Bible Church. They might come to Christ 
at 16 and we baptise them. But do they join this local church or not? 
 
In general – we think it is a good thing for children to choose the church their parents 
are in. Having generations of families worshipping the Lord together is a wonderful 
thing and a powerful testimony. 
 
But we are realistic enough to know that in a city with hundreds of churches and a 
number of very good churches – some young people might choose to associate with 
another church when they are old enough to make that choice. 
 
We believe membership should be for those who deliberately choose this church, not 
simply their parent’s church. 
 
As well there is the complication that society has decreed that a child becomes an 
adult at 18. 
 
Legally – enacting church discipline on minors is most likely prohibited – and even 
enacting it on attenders who are not members is murky. 
 
So for practical reasons – not based on any black and white passage of Scripture – 
what we have decided is this. 
 
We will extend the privileges of membership to those under 18 who are baptised – but 
we will limit formal membership to those who are 18 and over. 
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In terms of church discipline – because of the sensitivity of disciplining someone who 
is legally a child – any necessary discipline will be handled in a more private way. 
 
This is not ideal – but we think it is appropriate. 
 
Again, hear what I am saying and what I am not saying. 
 
We believe a child can certainly be saved before they turn 18 or 16. We do not criticise 
any church that baptises children with a less credible profession than we want or those 
who extend full membership to those under 18. 
 
After a challenging time of prayer and study, what we are saying is what we feel most 
comfortable with is that for those who are baptised but under 18 – they will not be 
formally members – but will be afforded the privileges of membership. 
 
Then when they turn 18 we will encourage them to become members. We will not 
absolutely require it as we desire for each child who becomes an adult here to decide 
this is the church they want to commit to serve and grow in – not just because Mum 
and Dad are here. 
 
Then by 21 – we expect them to become members. 
 
Let me summarise all of this: 
 

 
 
Baptism 
 
Follows a credible profession of faith 
 
 A few might be ready under 16 
 Many could be ready by 16 
 Many should wait till they are older 
 
Membership 
 
Follows a credible profession of faith and baptism 
 

Under 18 not formally members but most privileges of membership – 
private discipline 

 At 18  encouraged membership 
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 At 21   expected membership 
 
So – why should membership be important for you? 
 
• Accountability – there is the loving accountability that a body of believers provides. 

At times we all experience the propensity to drift spiritually, but God uses the care 
of the leaders and other members of the body to shepherd and restore us back to 
fellowship. In this way, the local church provides for each of us an umbrella of 
spiritual protection. 

• Service – the church provides the fitting context for believers to discover and use 
their spiritual gifts through serving and edifying other members. This, of course, 
also includes being served and edified in return. 

• Leadership Development – being a member provides the opportunity for members 
to pursue and serve in positions of leadership in the body, such as Sunday school 
teacher, homegroup shepherd, worship leader, women’s ministry leader, 
missionary, pastor, etc. 

• Membership Privileges – members are eligible to obtain various services from the 
church, including biblical counselling, weddings, funerals and financial assistance. 

 
We Christians are a strange mob. And our diversity makes us even stranger. 
 
But this is one of the most powerful testimonies of the reality of our gospel – men and 
women from every tribe and tongue and nation, every social strata, every upbringing 
– united in Christ – loving each other – striving to grow to maturity together – helping 
our wounded – looking to a crucified Messiah – and going in His strength to the gates 
of hell and declaring – come and join us and live. 
 
We want to be all that God intended us to be as a church and we want to encourage 
every one of you to join us in that glorious endeavour. 
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Life in Christ’s Family – Pt 2 
(June 23, 2013) 

 
Church membership: 

 
Church membership is a formal acknowledgement by a local church that they 
recognize a professing Christian as truly being in the kingdom and it is an 
acknowledgment by those who become members of their intent to commit to a 
particular local fellowship as the family where they will live out their mutual 
obligation of love and service to fellow brothers and receive the love, edification 
and if necessary admonishment of other brothers in that fellowship. 

 
• In 1 Peter 1 – why did Paul describe us as– parepidemos?: 
 

Exiles, strangers, aliens, foreigners. 
 
• How is the church meant to be a family for exiles? 

 
• In terms of membership churches have usually adopted one of three systems: 
 

No formal membership 
Optional membership 
Expected membership 

 
Are any of these biblical or not? 
Which of these seems to fit the description of a local church best? 
What are the pros and cons of these systems? 

 
• Why do many not commit to a local church through membership? 

 
• What problems does a large group of attenders cause? 
 
• Do you agree with our decision to move to a form of expected membership? 
 
• Do you agree with our outworking of this?: 
 

The privilege of association will generally be for members 
The privilege of being ministered to will generally be for members 
The privilege of ministering will generally be for members 

 
• Is there some better way to integrate new families and those who struggle to 

commit? 
 
• Is there a better way to get the balance between a greater form of mutual 

commitment and not pushing the weak away? 
 
• Is it wrong to expect all who can to serve on the roster in some manner? 
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• In light of the church plant and the needs here – how can we encourage the saints 
to step up? 

 
• Do you think there should be a minimum age for baptising children and/or them 

becoming members? Why or why not? 
 
• Can a normal 4-5 year old give a credible profession of faith? 
 
• Can a normal 10-12 year old give a credible profession of faith? 
 
• Should we be concerned about the number of children who fall away after baptism 

or ask to be rebaptised later? 
 
• Do you agree with our statement: 
 

Scripture gives no minimum age for baptism but does give minimum 
requirements for a credible profession. 
 
Why or why not? 
 

• Should membership in a local church follow baptism? How closely do you see the 
link between baptism and church membership? Are there exceptions? If so what? 

 
• What about membership? 
 

If we baptise a 16 year old should they become a church member? 
 
If we baptise an 18 year old should they become a church member? 
 
If a family turns up and their 12 year old was baptised at another church – do we 
make their child a member? 

 
• Since the question of disciplining a minor is legally murky and probably not allowed 

– does this influence how you see the age of membership? 
 
• Should we allow children who grow up in a church time as adults to decide which 

church to join? 
 
• Discuss our summary: 
 
Let me summarise all of this: 
 
Baptism 
 
Follows a credible profession of faith 
 
 A few might be ready under 16 
 Many could be ready by 16 
 Many should wait till they are older 
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Membership 
 
Follows a credible profession of faith and baptism 
 

Under 18 not formally members but most privileges of membership – 
private discipline 

 At 18  encouraged membership 
 At 21   expected membership 
 
 
 


