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God’s People: Church Membership Begins with Conversion 

 
1. Introduction 

 
a. Qualification for Membership: Most organizations require standards for membership – certain 

conditions, qualifications, and commitments that must be possessed and maintained.  
 

b. Qualification for Church Membership: When it comes to the local church, the most 
foundational and non-negotiable qualification for membership is spiritual conversion, which is 
personal salvation through faith in Christ. While some organizations allow potential members to 
join “provisionally” or “under probation” until certain requirements are met, the local church 
must never allow a person to join as an official member unless they have given sufficient 
testimony that they have become a “new creation” in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17). Why? 
 
• Theological Reason: Only those who have been converted are true members of the church. 

An “unsaved church member” is a contradiction in terms.  
 

• Practical Reason: Only those who have been converted will maintain the biblical 
commitments and standards that are expected of faithful church members (worship, holiness, 
love, unity, service, giving, etc.). As we will see, most of the problems and issues churches 
experience are related to unconverted (unregenerate) people functioning as “members.” 

 
2. The Nature of True Conversion 

 
a. Conversion: In the most general sense, “conversion” means “to change from one form to 

another.” We might say, “After we constructed the new sanctuary, our church converted the old 
sanctuary into the current Fellowship Hall.” In other words, what used to be the sanctuary is now 
a new room with a different purpose. Therefore, in order to understand spiritual conversion, we 
have to consider the old and the new, and the process of how the change was made. Since Jesus 
explains conversion in terms of being “born again” (John 3), it helps to think about the first birth 
and the second birth.  
 

b. The First Birth: The Bible teaches that every human is physically born with a sinful spiritual 
condition, separated from God. This fallen condition was passed down from our ancient 
ancestors, Adam and Eve, after they failed to obey God in the Garden of Eden (Rom. 5:12). Our 
sinful condition not only separates us from God relationally, but also drives us to disobey God 
practically. The daily evidence of our sinful nature is overwhelming. While we may not be as 
disobedient as we could be, we all have rebellious hearts and minds, and we want to rule our own 
lives. There is an internal drive that doesn’t desire to do God’s will in every area, but rather we 
desire to do our will – to whatever degree of sin we reach.   
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1.) Romans 3:10-12, 23 – “None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands; no one seeks for 

God. All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; no one does good, not 
even one….For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” (cf. Psalm 51:5) 
 

2.) Ephesians 2:1–3 – “And you were dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once walked, 
following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that 
is now at work in the sons of disobedience—among whom we all once lived in the passions of 
our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of 
wrath, like the rest of mankind.”  

 
3.) 1 Corinthians 2:14 – “The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for 

they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually 
discerned.”  

 
4.) James 5:17 – “So whoever knows the right thing to do and fails to do it, for him it is sin.” 
 
5.) James 2:10 – “For whoever keeps the whole law but fails at one point has become guilty of it 

all.”  
 
Quote: “Sin may be comprehensibly defined as lack of conformity to the law of God in act, 
habit, attitude, outlook, disposition, motivation, and mode of existence…. sin stands revealed as 
an energy of irrational, negative, and rebellious reaction to God’s call and command, a spirit of 
fighting God in order to play God.” – J.I. Packer, Concise Theology, 98-99.  

 
c. The Second Birth: To be made right with God, a spiritual change of status and desire must take 

place in the heart. Such a change can’t be accomplished through physical means (e.g., trying 
harder to do right, attending church services, praying, participating in the ordinances of baptism 
and communion, financial giving, etc.), but must be accomplished spiritually through the power 
of God. God calls us in Christ, we respond in faith.  
 
1.) Change of Desire: Such a change is what Scripture refers to as “the second birth,” where 

God regenerates the heart, bringing spiritual life to the believer, resulting in a new desire to 
worship, obey, and love – essentially, leading them in a permanent new direction.   

 
• Ezekiel 36:24–27 – “I will take you from the nations and gather you from all the 

countries and bring you into your own land. I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you 
shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. 
And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove 
the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit 
within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to obey my rules.” 
 

• John 3:3, 5 – “Jesus answered him, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again 
he cannot see the kingdom of God…unless one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot 
enter the kingdom of God.” 
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• Ephesians 2:4–6 – “But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which 
he loved us, even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with 
Christ—by grace you have been saved—and raised us up with him and seated us with 
him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus,” 

 
• 2 Corinthians 5:17 – “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has 

passed away; behold, the new has come.” 
 
2.) Change of Status: Not only does a believer experience new life, but they receive a new 

status with God. Scripture uses words such as “forgiven,” “justified,” “reconciled,” 
“sanctified,” “adoption,” and “accepted.”  

 
• Romans 5:8–10 – “But God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, 

Christ died for us. Since, therefore, we have now been justified by his blood, much more 
shall we be saved by him from the wrath of God. For if while we were enemies we were 
reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall 
we be saved by his life.” 

 
• Colossians 1:21–22 – “And you, who once were alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil 

deeds, he has now reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, in order to present you 
holy and blameless and above reproach before him,” 

 
• Galatians 4:4–7 – “But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born 

of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might 
receive adoption as sons. And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son 
into our hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!” So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a 
son, then an heir through God.” 

 
Quote: “[Conversion] is not reciting a creed. It’s not saying a prayer. It’s not a conversation. It’s 
not becoming a Westerner. It’s not reaching a certain age, attending a class, or passing through 
some other rite of adulthood. It’s not a journey, everyone strewn along the path at different 
points. Rather, conversion is turning our whole lives from self-justification to Christ’s 
justification, from self-rule to God’s rule, from idol worship to God worship.” – Mark Dever, 
What is a Church, 86.  
 

3. The Necessity of True Conversion 
 
Why is True Conversion so Important to Church Membership? 

 
a. Authenticity: According to Scripture, one cannot be a “member of the church” until they have 

been converted to Christ. If churches allow unbelievers to join in “fellowship” (unregenerate 
church membership, “corpus permixtum”) then the church is no longer a church. The Bible 
always assumes that all church members have been redeemed by Christ: “To those sanctified in 
Christ Jesus” (1 Cor. 1:2); “To the saints in Ephesus, the faithful in Christ Jesus” (Eph. 1:1); “To 
all the saints in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 1:1); “To the holy and faithful brothers in Christ at 
Colossae” (Col. 1:2); etc. The word “church” (ecclesia) literally means, “the called-out ones.”  
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• Quote: “The biblical basis for seeing the church as composed exclusively of believers is so 

strong and obvious that the difficulty is in seeing how this idea was ever obscured. The very 
idea of the church as the ‘called-out ones’ presupposes that the members of the church have 
heard and responded to God’s call. The image of the church as the people of God assumes 
that these are the people who belong to God.” – John Hammett, Biblical Foundations for 
Baptist Churches, 83.  
 

• Matthew 13:24-30 – In the “Parable of the Weeds,” Jesus describes the enemy planting 
“weeds” among the “good seed” in the field. He is identifying the reality that unbelievers will 
make their way into churches, and the enemy will use them to cause trouble.  

 
• 1 John 2:19 – “They went out from us, but they were not of us; for if they had been of us, 

they would have continued with us. But they went out, that it might become plain that they all 
are not of us.” 

 
b. Assurance: A related danger of allowing unconverted people to join the church is the false sense 

of assurance that is produced. If we don’t teach about true conversion and the evidence that 
should follow, we might be encouraging people to think that their “church membership” is all 
they need to be right with God. We must be diligent to discover within reason if someone has 
been genuinely saved.  
 
• Matthew 7:21–23 – “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of 

heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. On that day many will 
say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your 
name, and do many mighty works in your name?’ And then will I declare to them, ‘I never 
knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.’” 

 
c. Practicality: Another danger of allowing unconverted people to join the church is the reality that 

such people have not received new life, nor do they live it! Some of the worst problems and 
attitudes displayed in churches come from those who are unregenerate. Nothing in their heart 
restrains them from ungodliness and drives them toward obedience. They don’t value worship, 
Scripture, service, or love. On the contrary, they are often selfish, divisive, and worldly. The 
church must protect its image, fellowship, and ministry by accepting only those who have 
demonstrated true conversion to Christ.  
 
• Jude 3–4 – “Beloved, although I was very eager to write to you about our common salvation, 

I found it necessary to write appealing to you to contend for the faith that was once for all 
delivered to the saints. For certain people have crept in unnoticed who long ago were 
designated for this condemnation, ungodly people, who pervert the grace of our God into 
sensuality and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ.” 


