How does one join the church of Christ?


The short answer is that one doesn’t!  Acts 2:47 says that the Lord added to the church daily those who were being saved.  Who were these people being saved?  They were the ones who obeyed Peter’s command to repent and be baptized for the remission of their sins after hearing the gospel (Acts 2:37-38).  They were the ones who believed the proclaimed gospel of Christ and were baptized (Mark 16:16).  They were the ones who got up and were baptized and washed away their sins, calling on Jesus’ name (Acts 22:16).


Colossians 1:13-14 confirms the idea of being added.  Paul says we are “delivered” or “rescued” from the power of darkness.  That is passive, something that is done to you rather than by you.  He goes on to say that we are “translated” or “brought into” the kingdom of God’s Son.  Again, it is done to us by God.  Becoming a member of Christ’s church is not a matter of human decision.  While we make the choice to believe and obey the gospel, it is God’s effectual power, not our own, which causes us to be counted among the “ekklesia,” the called out assembly of the saints.


Some may say we are splitting hairs, but sometimes the only distance between truth and error is a hair’s width!  At any rate, we believe that a person only becomes a member of the church of Christ when he or she has put faith in Jesus, having been taught the truth of the gospel, and when he or she has repented of sin, confessed Christ, and been baptized for the remission of sins.


We have been accused of making salvation the result of “works” instead of faith and grace.  Let’s be clear: we believe Ephesians 2:8-9.  We believe that we are only saved by the free gift of God’s love and mercy, and that there is nothing we can do to earn salvation.  That is what Paul is addressing in the full context of that passage.  He is talking about works of the law and the deeds of human merit that people perform thinking that those things will entitle them to salvation as though it were the payment for their performance.  Paul said that this idea couldn’t be further from the truth; there is nothing we can do of our own righteousness to be “worthy” of eternal life.  We believe wholeheartedly that there is NOTHING we can do to earn salvation!

The operative word, however, is “earn.”  While there is nothing we can do to earn it, there are some things we MUST do to obtain it.  Repentance, confession, and baptism do not fall into the category of “works” that Paul was talking about in Ephesians 2.  They are not the actions of human merit, but rather the actions of faith and submission to the grace of God, the actions of obedience.  And make no mistake, obedience IS required for salvation.  James 2:22 gives us a fuller understanding of faith when it says that faith is “made perfect” – it is finished and completed –by our works.  Faith is not whole unless it is accompanied by the actions of obedience, not human merit or legalism.  Paul reminds us that we can’t have salvation on our terms; James reminds us that it will only be on God’s terms by believing and trusting Him enough to act on our faith, doing what He says like He says to do it. 

If there is nothing more to do than simply believe, why didn’t Peter say that in Acts 2:38 when they asked him what they needed to do?  If there is nothing more to do than simply believe, then why, in Mark 16:16, did Jesus use the conjunction “and” to connect baptism to the requirement of faith?  If there is nothing more to do than simply believe, then why did Peter command Cornelius and his family to be baptized in Acts 10:48?  If there is nothing more to do than simply believe, then why didn’t Philip just take the eunuch’s confession of faith and send him on his way rejoicing?  Why did they go through the inconvenience of stopping the chariot, according to Acts 8:38, and going down into water so that the man could be baptized?  If baptism doesn’t save us, then why does I Peter 3:20-21 say that it does?


The scriptural truth is that no one is saved and added to the church except those who have believed and obeyed the commandments of God.  We must take action, not to earn salvation, but to obtain it.  

