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INTRODUCTION 

 

What are the most important distinctives that make a Baptist Church a Baptist Church?  You 

might think that believer’s baptism would be the first thing offered.  This is not true!  

Baptists believe in the direct unmediated Lordship of Jesus Christ through His word in the 

local church.  We do not need Popes or Presbyteries to know His will for our church.  

Baptists believe in the priesthood of all believers recognising that the Spirit has gifted every 

Christian for service in the church, and an ability to know God’s will through the word and 

Spirit and be responsible for big and important decisions such as church discipline.  Baptists 

believe in the separation of Church and state; that God has appointed each realm of 

authority and one does not have jurisdiction over the other.  These are some distinctives 

along with believer’s baptism that mark a Baptist Church.  But another very important 

Baptist distinctive is Regenerate Church Membership.  We believe that the bible teaches not 

only that every Christian should be committed to a local church, for the only Christian life 

described in the Bible is one intertwined with the Church.  We also believe that the Bible 

teaches that only those who have been born again by grace through faith in Christ are the 

legitimate candidates for membership. 

 

The church today has come under vicious attack, the most repeated criticism of the church 

is that it is full of hypocrites.  I will readily admit that this is true, though I would want to 

make a distinction.  There are those in the Bride of Christ who are born again and on the 

path of holiness, who are not perfect this side of eternity but are striving towards it.  These 

are true believers who admit their imperfection but who are honest about their sin and 

confess it depending upon God in prayer to continue to help them.  A hypocrite is not 

someone who readily admits they are not perfect and doesn’t pretend to be, but emphasizes 

their need for ongoing grace.  I do believe however that our churches are full of those who 

have made false professions, those who call themselves Christians and are not, and these 

has been compounded by the fact that the church has failed to be faithful in church 

discipline and displaying God’s true opinion on their behaviour.  The teaching of Regenerate 

Church membership is the teaching that upholds the true identity of the church and faithful 

application of it would go a long to ensuring that at least on a local church level the purity, 

unity, witness, mission, and doctrinal integrity would be largely intact. 

 

Christians have not helped themselves to be the church God has called us to be.  False 

notions of the church have been very influential in church history.  One example is 

Augustine’s interpretation of the parable of wheat and the tares.  The field has been 

interpreted by many down through the ages as the church, and the wheat and the tares are 

to dwell together in the church until judgement day.  Even in the Westminster Confession of 



Faith, the Presbyterian Reformed Confession you see in the chapter on the church in the 

paragraph that speaks about their continuing to be imperfect churches this side of eternity, 

Matt. 13:24-30 is the prooftext used.  The 1689 baptist confession which teaches the same 

thing uses a different text.  The Christian church has a long history of unregenerate 

members through the practice of state churches and infant baptism.  Baptist churches are 

not free from having unsaved people on their membership roles but at least we do not have 

doctrinal commitments and practices that open the door.   

 

Lets proceed then looking at what the bible says about regenerative church membership. 

 

The reality 

 

When the bible describes those who are part of the church, it does not speak of those who 

have been dedicated as children, confirmed, baptised by believing parents, or Christened.  It 

speaks of baptised people who have experienced a spiritual salvation not only a physical 

ceremony.  Firstly, Christians are those who are children of God, listen to John 1:12-13, ‘But 

to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children 

of God, 13 who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, 

but of God.’  These verses are immensely significant because they indicate a change in the 

way God is dealing with His covenant people.  This is made clear in 1:17, ‘For the law was 

given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.’  We know that the OT 

people of God had an adoption, Paul makes this clear in Romans 9:4.  The nature of this 

adoption carried over from Abraham was a bloodline relation to Abraham entitling his 

offspring, believing or not to be sealed as children into the covenant with the seal of 

circumcision.  It is true that the seal of circumcision called upon the Jews to recognise their 

need for a circumcised heart but an inheritance in the land was not dependant upon a 

circumcised heart but a blood relation to Abraham.  It is true that people in the OT were 

saved through faith in the coming Messiah, but adoption was also corporate and mixed.  

John is telling us that with the coming of Christ things change, the conditions under Moses 

which were carried over from Abraham were coming to an end, and we were given the 

authority, that is the legal right to be seen as a child of God, not by birth also, but only 

through faith.  Where once you could be adopted into the covenant through physical birth to 

Abraham or faith in Christ, in the New Covenant only those who believe are children of God.  

The conditions of the Abrahamic covenant do not continue into the NT or the Jews would 

still be seen as the people of God by their circumcision, but as it is we now become children 

of Abraham by faith, both Jews and Gentiles, things have changed, Gal. 3:26-29, ‘for in 

Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. 27 For as many of you as were baptized 

into Christ have put on Christ. 28 There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor 

free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 29 And if you are 

Christ's, then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to promise.’ 

 

With the coming of the New Covenant with its promises that every single member of the 

new covenant will have a portion of the Spirit, and now those who do not have the Spirit are 

not children of God.  Romans 8:9, ‘You, however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if in 

fact the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not 



belong to him.’  We receive the Spirit of Adoption as a seal guaranteeing that we will be 

resurrected one day when we believe, Eph. 1:13-14, ‘In him you also, when you heard the 

word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and believed in him, were sealed with the 

promised Holy Spirit, 14 who is the guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession 

of it, to the praise of his glory.’  It is this Spirit who makes us part of the church, 1 Cor. 

12:13, ‘For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body---Jews or Greeks, slaves or free-

--and all were made to drink of one Spirit.’  It is those who have received the Spirit who are 

part of the temple which is the church, and are living stones 1 Cor. 6:19-20, ‘Or do you not 

know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from God? 

You are not your own, 20 for you were bought with a price. So glorify God in your body.’  

We are only of His flock if we have heard His voice.  We are only part of the vine if we have 

engrafted into Him by the Spirit participating in His death and life.  We are only true 

believers if we have heard and believed.  We are only disciples if we have followed.   

 

There are many people in our churches under the name Christian but who do not bear the 

inner reality.  Churches in the past have been very serious on this point, let me read you 

some of the questions that have been put to those applying to be members in a local church 

in the past.  This list of questions comes from the Calvinistic Methodists of Wales, they were 

an offshoot of Anglicanism and held to the 39 Articles, and they believed in a second 

experience of assurance, apart from those things we have much in common with them.  

Imagine then that you are being interviewed for membership in our church and let me put 

to you the questions they would put to a person applying for membership. 

‘Are you convicted of sin? Have you ever been awakened by God’s grace?  Do you admit 

your moral inability to do good in and of yourself?  Do you accept the imputed righteousness 

of Christ in salvation and that God’s Spirit alone is that faith whereby you believe?  Have you 

felt the Spirit of God inclining you to forsake sin and to embrace Christ?  Have you counted 

the cost of following Christ….  Do you accept and assent to the fundamental truths of the 

Trinity, election, original sin, justification by faith, and perseverance in grace as taught in 

the 39 Articles?  Is it the love of Christ that constrains you to join our society, and are you 

prepared to abide by these rules.’1 

 

The reasons 

 

If you are not born again you have no business joining the church.  Regenerative church 

membership is vital for the proper functioning of the church.  This we believe is the only 

way that we can honour what the bible teaches about the whole church being involved in 

the decisions and ministries of the church.  In those churches that have unregenerate 

people getting into their churches through the institutionalised means infant baptism and 

confirmation, neither of which is commanded in the Scriptures.  They have removed the 

congregation from their proper responsibilities.  We see Popes, Bishops, Elders, and deacons 

doing all the work of the church, making those decisions that the church is commanded to 

do and all in fear that the congregation might not get things right.  But we believe that 

every true believer is filled with the Spirit, can understand the bible, has gifts to be 

                                                        
1
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exercised in the church and can responsibly contribute and participate in the life of the 

church. 

 

The purity of the church depends on regenerate church membership.  It is true that we 

cannot see the heart and can baptise and accept into membership those who are not saved, 

however we also do not have any confusion about covenant children/Christening, and 

mechanistic confirmation classes that do not necessarily yield believers before they partake 

of their first communion.  We do not deliberately define the people of God as a mixed 

multitude of believers and their children, but in biblical terms.  If we do not insist that the 

church is only made up of those who are joined to Christ by the Spirit in faith.  Those who 

have been born again and have the Spirit enabling a holy life to God’s glory, if we do not 

insist on these things then the glory of God by our good works before a watching world is 

tainted.  Titus 2:7-8, ‘Show yourself in all respects to be a model of good works, and in your 

teaching show integrity, dignity, 8 and sound speech that cannot be condemned, so that an 

opponent may be put to shame, having nothing evil to say about us.’     

 

Church discipline is the removal of those who are not true Christians from the body in an 

attempt to preach the gospel to them.  The justice is redemptive not punitive, it is with a 

goal to restore them as true believers who believe and repent, it is administered because 

they have shown by their refusal to put sin away that their confession of faith is false.  How 

can we purge the leaven from us if we do not insist that only those who are regenerate 

should be seen as part of the church? 

 

The unity of the church depends on regenerate church membership.  Where we have 

unbelievers who have not repented and who cannot subdue their flesh by the Spirit, we will 

see factionalism, schisms, unforgiveness, anger, slander and every other evil instead of love.  

It is only those who have seen themselves before God as sinners, as deeply unworthy of His 

goodness and worthy only of His judgement, but who have then seen His love in Christ and 

been recipients of His saving grace who can truly love another.  It is only those who have 

the Spirit within perfecting the character of Christ in us and producing His love who will love 

as He did.  It will only be those who can see how He gave us His glory to serve His enemies 

who will have an unquestionable and convicting example that cannot be argued with but 

must be imitated.   

 

The doctrinal purity rests on the pillar of regenerate church membership.  It is only those 

whose hearts have been humbled by the true sight of their sins and have come humbly to 

Christ in repentance and to give total allegiance who will honour and uphold His word.  It is 

only those who have seen their folly and sinfulness who have stopped trusting to their own 

depraved godless perspective and who recognise the need of the Spirit to renew our minds 

by the word who will hold that word in esteem.  It is only those who know that they could 

not find God but God had to find them, that they cannot pull back the curtain to heaven and 

inspect God but God must reveal Himself to us, those how admit that we err, we are finite in 

knowledge, and that we constantly distort the truth in accordance with false desires, who 

will see their need for the bible and gladly submit to it. 

 



The mission of the church rests on regenerate church membership.  It is only those who are 

born again and see their need for Christ, who see the command of Christ to bring the gospel 

to the world and to put Christians into churches who will be committed to missions.  The 

urgency of reaching the lost of this world is upon those who know how lost they were and 

deeply in need to hear and be saved.  If it is unsaved people who preach the gospel, or who 

are left to carry the gospel to the nations, or support it in prayer or finances, the mission 

would fail. 

 

We are a Baptist church and we do see the bible as teaching that every believer must first 

believe and repent and then be baptised by immersion as a first act of obedience and as 

their recognition of their being added to the body of Christ.  However, more important than 

that is the fact that every Christian who is officially joined to the church must be saved, born 

again, a justified believer who has repented from their sins and in inwardly filled with the 

Spirit and pursuing holiness.  We deeply believe that to define the church as a believer and 

their unregenerate children, or as state churches have done in the past, or as Liberal 

churches do so not requiring faith and repentance, that this leads to the undermining of the 

integrity of the local church and is unbiblical.     

 

                     


