The Bible and Church Membership

(Mark Brett, BUV Gathering, October 2009)

The Baptist Union Incorporation Act 1930 (Vic) - Section 6  

Members voting at church meetings:

Only such of the members present at any church meeting referred to in this Act as have attained the age of twenty-one years and who would be entitled to vote at a special church meeting convened and held under the provisions of clause 10 of Schedule "B" hereto for any of the purposes therein mentioned shall be allowed to vote upon any resolution hereinbefore referred to.

It is a curious thing that the Baptist Church in Victoria, distinguished as it is by a doctrine separating church and state, has its membership defined in state legislation. That’s the sort of thing that happened in ancient Israel, but should it happen today? Let’s leave the legal questions hanging for the moment, and consider what the Bible has to say about ‘membership’.

The Hebrew Bible assumes that the people of God can usually be identified within a layered kinship system of households, clans, tribes and nations ​– held together by theologies of covenant associated especially with Abraham, Moses and David. Community meetings are sometimes described as an ‘assembly’, but as in the case of kinship, the members of this assembly are not so much decision makers who have joined the Israelite club, as people who have inherited God’s promises and laws. Deuteronomy, in particular, uses a kinship metaphor to describe the people of God as ‘brothers’ – defined as both men and women in Deut. 15:12.

Most people were born into these covenantal relationships, so the question of how to join the worshipping community rarely comes into focus. Nevertheless, we do find a repeated emphasis on treating strangers well. E.g., Deut. 1:16 says 

‘I charged your judges at that time: “Give the members of your community a fair hearing, and judge rightly between one person and another, whether a brother or resident alien”.’

Exodus 12 explicitly addresses the question of what to do if a resident alien wants to join in with the Passover celebrations: 

If an alien who resides with you wants to celebrate the Passover to the Lord, all his males shall be circumcised; then he may draw near to celebrate it; he shall be regarded as a native of the land. But no uncircumcised person shall eat of it. There shall be one law for the native and for the alien who resides among you. (12:48-49)

In fact there were a large number of legal requirements imposed on Israelites that were not imposed on resident aliens, but this law established the equal standard of circumcision for all males celebrating the Passover.

Over the course of Israel’s history, the prophets were convinced that the maintenance of the legal covenant with Moses was generally a failure, and hence a new covenant was necessary – not a covenant written in documents, but one written on the heart. This is articulated, for example, in Jeremiah 31:31-24.

When this prophetic vision is taken up in the New Testament, it yielded a number of significant implications, especially when baptism ‘into Christ’ came to replace circumcision as the sign of entry into the covenant community. There was a greater ethnic diversity amongst the people of God, and a greater range of social customs that were held together by a spiritual unity in Christ, rather than by the written standards of Mosaic legislation.

Paul emphasizes this diversity in 1 Corinthians 12:12-15. ‘For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ.  For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body–Jews or Greeks, slaves or free–and we were all made to drink of one Spirit.

Indeed, the body does not consist of one member but of many. If the foot were to say, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body”, that would not make it any less a part of the body…’

When Paul goes on to list the various body parts, he makes it clear that the body of Christ is gifted not despite our differences, but precisely because of our God-given diversity. ‘To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good’ (12:7). ‘For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the same practice’, Paul says in Romans 12:4. But above all these gifts and practices is the ‘still more excellent way’, which is love (1 Cor. 12:31–13:13).

We often translate the various body parts that Paul mentions as ‘members’ and assume that he is talking about ‘church membership’ as we might practice it. But the Greek word ‘melos’ is better translated precisely as ‘body part’. We are not talking here about an exalted kind of sporting club that we join on an annual basis. If we are baptized into Christ, we simply are a part of one body, united as it were by one nervous system. If one part suffers, the others feel it (1 Cor. 12:26). A foot does not come and go with the seasons; an eye does not function on a roster; a hand does not join the body only when its membership has been confirmed on a legal register. 

We are all joined in the Spirit, and we work differently to build up the life and mission of the church in love. And just as there was a layering of kinship in ancient Israel, so now there is a layering of kinship between the local and the universal church, extending to ‘all the clans of the earth’ who have inherited the promises of Abraham (cf. Gen 12:3; Gal 3:29). This is the fundamental reality when we are baptized into Christ, and any Baptist or government paperwork we might have as a consequence involves secondary matters with which the New Testament is not directly concerned.

