Questionsand Answers
Regarding the Congitutiond Proposls
by the Elders of Bethlehem Baptist Church
on Membership and Baptism
updaed 10-30-05

Theintentionisfor usto add more questionsand answers as we have time and
asthey emerge So note thedate updaed and check back fromtimeto time for
more questionsand answvers. We will changethe date each time more questions
are addel.

1. What do the Council of Elders of Bethlehem believe and teach and practice about

baptism?

ArticleIl, Section 4, paragraph b of the Bethlehem Baptist Church By-Laws
says, (Elders are also required to bein agreement with the Bethlehem Baptist
Church Elder Affirmation of Faith.OTherefore all the elders heartily affirm
paragraph 12 .3 of this ELDER AFFIRMATION OF FAITH:

12 .3 We bdieve that baptismis an ordinance of the Lord by which those who
hawe repented and come to faith express thar union with Christ in His death
andresurrection, by being immersed in water in the nane of the Father and
the Sonandthe Holy Sprit. It isa sign of bdonging to the new people of
God, thetruelsrad, andan emblem of burial andcleansng, signifying death
to theold life of unbdief, and purification fromthe pollution of sin.

2.Youjust quoted the Bethlehem Elder Affirmation of Faith. Isthere any
connection between therole of that document and this proposal?

Yes, inthis sense. TheBBC Elde Affirmation of Faith isalengthy, tharough
dodrind Affirmation which in December 2003the church voted to require of all
elders. Thiswas aremarkable and wondeful thing. What it did was to secure, as
far as humans can secure such things that the elders will bedodrindly soundon
awiderangeof biblical issues, induding bgptism. We bdieve this also makes
the church more dodrindly soundand secure from error tha may risein the
membership of thechurch. Thedoa to the eldership has been made dodrindly
much more narrow than it once was.

Oneeffect of thisisto removethefear tha the membership of thechurch mug
be mature and soundon all therangeof biblical doctrine Thisisthegod for all
members. But theglory of evangdism isthat people will be comingto Chrigt all
thetime and will be welcomed into membership the way afamily welcomes a
new baby into thefamily. It may bealongtime of loving teaching before a new
member can carry his full weightin thefamily. In astrongly evangdistic or a
missionay setting, church membership mug beavery messy affair. New



bdievers should be welcomed into the church with many strangenotionsstill in
thar head. Then theteaching of the church laborsto correct and teach and
mature the bdievers.

TheElder Affirmation of Faith assures usthat there will always beaclear
difference between theimmaturity of many members and theelder'swho are
charged to lead and teach the church. Oneway to put it isto say that, since we
have madethe doorto theeldership so narow, we are free to make thedoorto
membership broader. Thedodrind soundnes of the church lies notin the
maturity of the members butthedodrind and spiritud maturity of theelders.

3. Isany changebeing proposed for the belief, teaching, or practice of believer sO
baptism described abovein Question One?

No. We will only bdieve, teach, and practice beieversGbgptism by immersion
in accord with the Elder Affirmation of Faith. Thisis notamere conaoession. Itis
aconviction.

4. What, then, isbeing proposed asa changeregarding baptism and membership?

Since our aim is notto elevate bdiefs and practices tha are nonessentia to the
level of prerequisites for church membership, we propo that Christianswho
have not been bgptized by immersion as bdievers, but, asthey bdieve, by some
other method or before they bdieved, may, unde some circumstances, be
members of this church.

5. Under what circumstances would we admit a person to member ship who hasnot
been baptized by immersion asa believer?

Since we bdieve tha the New Testament teaches and demondrates tha the
modeof baptism isonly theimmersion of abdiever in water, we therefore
regard all other practices of baptism as Onisguided, defective, and
illegitimateON strongwordstha we propos to beinduded in the church By-
Laws.

Y et, while nottaking these differences lightly, we would not elevate them to the
level of wha is essential. Thus we would welcome into membership candidaes
who, after atime of study, discussion, and prayer, prescribed by the Elders,
retain a convictionthat it would beaviolation of thar conscience to be bgptized
by immersion as bdievers. This conviction of constience mug be based ona
plausble, intelligible, Scripturally-based argument rather than on mere
adherence to atradition or family expectations



Theedderswill make all such judgmentsin presenting candidaes for
membership to the congegaion. All candidaes for membership, even when
holding firmly to views different fromthe officia postion of theelde's, mug
demondrate a hunble and teachable dispostion with respect to the church
leadership, as expressed in the Church Covenant.

6. Can you give usthe very wording that is being proposed to expressthis
OeaceptionOin the By-Laws Articlel, Section 27?

Y es. Here are thevery wordsfrom the proposd amendment:

1. Theteaching and practice of baptism at Bethlehem Baptist Church is
defined in Section 12 of the BETHLEHEM BAPTIST CHURCH ELDER
AFFIRMATION OF FAITH. Thekey paragraph states:

We bdieve that bapismis an ordinanc of the Lord by which those
who hawe repented and cone to faith express ther union with Christ
in His death andresurrection, by being immersed in water in the
narne of the Father andthe SonandtheHoly Sgrit. It isa sign of
bdonging to the new people of God, thetruelsrad, andan emblem of
burial and cleansng, signifying death to the old life of unbdief, and
purification fromthe pollution of sin.

2. Thustheofficial postion of Bethlehem Baptist Church isthat only
baptism by immersion of bdievers will betaughtand practiced by the
church. Cugomarily, therefore, al members of the church will have been
baptized by immersion as bdievers.

3. However, we bdieve it isfitting tha membership in thelocal church
(distindt fromleadeaship in theloca church) should have prerequisites
similar to the prerequisites for membership in theuniversal church. In other
words we bdieveit is unfitting to deny membership to aperson who, by
faith in Chrigt, gives evidence of regeneration.

4. Therefore, ouraim isnotto elevate bdiefs and practices tha are non-
essential to thelevel of prerequisites for church membership. Thisimplies
tha Christianswho have not been bgptized by immersion as bdievers, but,
asthey bdieve, by some othe methodor before they bdieved, may unde
some circumstances be members of this church.

5. Since we bdieve tha the New Testament teaches and demondrates that
themodeof bgptism is only theimmersion of abdiever in water, we
therefore regard all other practices of bgptism as misguided, defective, and
illegitimate. Y et, while not taking these differences lightly, we would not
elevate them to thelevel of wha is essential. Thus we will welcome into



membership candidates who, after atime of study, discussion, and prayer,
prescribed by the Elders, retain a conviction that it would be a violation of
thar congience to be baptized by immersion as bdievers. This conviction
of congience mug bebased on a plaugble, intelligible, Scripturally-based
argument rather than on mere adheence to atradition or family
expectations Theelders will make al such judgrentsin presenting
candidaes for membership to the congregation. All candidates for
membership, even when holding firmly to views different fromthe official
postion of theelders, mug demongrate a humble and teachable dispostion
with respect to the church leadership, as expressed in the Church Covenant.

6. We will notadmit into membership personswho refuse to practice any
form of bgptism at all, or who bdieve that ther water baptism caused thar
regeneration. Theformer is a seriousrejection of the Lord® commandment,
and thelatter is a seriousmisundestanding of thework of the Holy Spirit.
Our MEMBERSHIP AFFIRMATION OF FAITH states, QNe bdieve tha [the
Holy Spirit@] work in regenerationis nottheresult of water baptism or any
outward ritud.O

7. Inthewordsof our CHURCH COVENANT, the members shdl all be
committed to Qvelcome, and test biblically, ingruction from the Scriptures
by the elders of the church which accordswith the Elder Affirmation of
Faith, seeking to grow toward Biblical unity in thetruth.O

7.1sit right, then, to say that we are not smply admitting to member ship anyone
who disagrees with our view of baptism?

That is correct. Three key sentences in the proposd wording jus quotd are:

We will notadnit into membership personswho refuse to practice anyform
of bapismat all, or who bdieve thatther water bapism caused ther
regeneration. Theformer is a seriousreection of the Lord® commandnent,
andthelatter is a serious misunde standing of thework of the Holy Sprit.
Our MEMBERSHIP AFFIRMATION OF FAITH states, ONe bdieve that[the Holy
Sprit@] work in regenerationis nottheresult of water bapism or any
outward ritual.O

8. What isthe driving concern that promptsthese proposed changes?

We bdieve it isfitting tha membership inthelocal church (distinct from
leadeship in thelocal church) should have prerequisites roughly similar to the
prerequisites for membership in theuniversal church. In other words we bdieve
it isunfitting to deny membership to a peson who, by faith in Christ, gives
credible evidence of regeneration and faith in Christ. Or to putit another way, it



isavery seriousmatter to look at a brother or sister whoistruly bom agan and
say, Of ou may notbeamember of thislocal church.OThelocal churchis not
suppo®d to bea private religiousclub with membership requirements different
from theuniversal church which thelocal church reflects. Thelocal churchisa
local expression of theuniversal body of Christ. It would be hard to defend from
the New Testament different membership requirements for the church universal
andthelocal church. Our aimisto try to make thedoorto local church
membership roughly the same size asthe doorto universal church membership.
We do not claim to have donethis pefectly.

9. But does member ship really matter that much? Don® we let people worship at
Bethlehem, and even takethe Lord@ Supper, and bein small groups, even though
they are not members?

Our present practice does notreflect the seriousess of the New Testament view
of membership. We think tha excluson from thelocal church in the New
Testament would have been consdered virtudly the same as excommunication.
Therefore, we dor@ think it is goodto encourage non-member participation over
thelonghaul. It isnotgoodfor a Christian notto be amember of alocal church.

We hope in fact, that this proposl will increase the significance of
membership. We bdieve tha when a person has no goodreason notto bea
member (since therequirements would be so basic), theexpectation for
membership can be elevated. Our proposl isto make the requirements for
membership at Bethlehem roughly as basic as requirements for membership in
theuniversal church.

Being amember (an organic pat) of theuniversal body of Christ (Ephesians
1:22-23), butnat a pat of alocal body of bdievers, would be a serious
contradiction of the meaning of thechurch (local and universal). The GodyO
imagery in theNew Testament is applied to theuniversal andlocal church
suggesting tha we should think of thelocal church as oneparticular expression
of theuniversal church. There should be continuity between whoisintheone
andwhoisintheother.

Thereforeit isavery seriousthingto say to someone Of oumay nat bea
member of this church.OWe think it is so serioustha oneshould say it only
when there are some groundsin dodrine or behavior tha the personis notbom
aganN notamember of theuniversal bodyof Christ. We bdieve tha some, but
notall, disagreements over the meaning of baptism call a person@faith into
guestion.



10. But why do you put such an emphass on member ship in alocal church? Isthere
anything in the Bible that would show thereissuch athing aslocal church
member ship and that it isimportant?

We see at least four strandsof evidence in the New Testament pointingto the
crudal importance of local church membership.

1) The privilegeand responsibility of have some gover ning power s of the
church. Consder theimplication of Matthew 18:15-17 where Qhe churchO
(ekkl! sia) appearsto bethefind coutt of appeal in matters of church authority
asit relates to membership.

If your brother snsagang you, go andtell him hisfault, between you and
him alone If helistensto you, you have ganed your brother. *° But if hedoes
notlisten, take oneor two othe's alongwith you, tha every charge may be
established by the evidence of two or three witnesses. *’ If herefusesto listen
to them, tell it to the church. Andif herefusesto listen even to the church, let
him beto you as a Gentile and atax collector.

If thereis no church membership, how can you definethe groupthat will take up this
sengtive and weighty matter of exhorting the unrepentant person and findly
rendaing ajudgment abou his standing in thecommunity? It is hard to bdieve tha
jug anyonewho showed up claimingto bea Christian could bea pat of tha
gahering. Surely Qhe churchOmug be a definable groupto handle such aweighty
matter.

2) The possibility of being excluded from the church (excommunication). There
isanother implication from Matthew 18:15-17, namely, tha the unrepentant person
isaccountable to a groupof people. Thisis an amazing event: formally excluding a
person from @he churchOso tha he becomes to you (s a Gentile and a tax
collector@N tha is, an unbdiever. The same kind of exclusonisfoundin 1
Corinthians5:1-5. How is this possible if the pesonis not conddered a member of
something from which he can be excluded? So both the person@liability to
excommunication and theinvolvement of Qhe churchGin the process imply tha the
onebeng charged isamember and the group settling the matter are members.

3) A commitment to be held accountable by a Council of Eldersto believe a
bagc affirmation and to live a basc covenant. Thepoint hereistha without
membership, whoisit tha the New Testament says mug submit to leaders?
Some kind of expressed willingness or covenant or agreement or commitment
mug precede submission. Congde theway the New Testament talks aboutthe
relationghip of thechurch to her leaders.

Hebrews 13:17 Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they are
keeping watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an
account




1 Thessalonians 5:12-13 We ask you, brothers, to respect those who
labor amongyou and are ove you (proistamenoushuni’n) in theLord
and admonish you, and to esteem them very highly in love because of
ther work

1 Timothy 5:17 Let theelders who rule well (Hoi kal's proest"tes
presbuteroi be congdered worthy of doubk hona, especialy those
who labor in preaching and teaching.

How is this leadership and this submissionto fundion where thereis no
membership defining who has made the commitment to beled and who has
been chosen as leaders? If we downplay theimportance of membership, it is
difficult to see how we could take these commandsserioudy and practically.

4) The privilegeof being cared for with the primacy and special benefit of a
local covenant family of believers. When the pastors and elders extend their
care beyondthe membership, it does not mean that there is no primacy to
members. Consder Acts 20:28 where Paul tellsthe elders how to care for ther
flock.

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

This verse does not say elders cannotvisit unbdievers or thase who are not yet
members. But it does make clear tha ther first responsbility isto aparticular
flock. Does it not make sense that this flock would have definition and limits?
Who are we as elders and pastors responsble for? For whomwill we give an
accountto God?

For these four reasonswe bdieve tha membership in thelocal church is of
crudal importance. A person who continuesin a state of disconnectedness from
membership in alocal church iswalkingin seriousdisobedience to God.

11.Do you think infant baptism is a dangerous and serious misunder standing of
what Jesus commanded when hetold usto make disciples and baptize them?

Yes. Itisdangaousandit is serious but, depending on howit is viewed and
practiced, it may notbean essential error. By essential, we mean tha theerror
does not necessarily mean oneis damned for bdieving and practicingit. We are
committed to bdieving, teaching, and practicing only bdieversObaptism.



We have seen infant baptism dideinto presumptive regeneration. In certain state
churches aroundtheworld it has confused theissue of wha atrue Chrigtian is. It can
give false assurance to people who are taughttha thar infant bgptism saves them.

These are strongwords Alongsdethebiblical exegesis of the meaning of
baptism, these spin-off effects of some uses of infant bgptism are pat of the
reason why we have never weakened in our embrace of the bdief, teaching, and
practice of bdieversChaptism alone

Theissuefor usis notwhethe infant bgptism can lead people to false security
(it can), butrather whether there are true saints, who do not see thar infant
baptism tha way, and bear the other marks of regeneration. Is this errorN this
mistaken undestanding of Scripture and this unintended disobedienceN of such
anaure asto disqudify onefrom bdonging to thelocal church.

12.Would we still be Baptists?

Y es, and we would be unashamed of that great heritage Somein thistradition
shared the conviction tha we are proposng. Wha would continueto make us
Baptistsis tha we would only bdieve, teach, and practice bgptism of bdievers
by immersion. In addition, we bdieve in thegod of aregenerate church
membership, and we involve the congegaionin the govenance of the church.

13.1sthere any desire or intention to changethe name of the church?

No. Not amongthe staff and elders.

14.Havewe spoken with the leaders of the Baptist General Conference and the
Minnesota Baptist Conference of which we are a part? What do they think of what
the Eldersare proposng? Will this affect our membership in the Conference?

There have been both written and face-to-face communicationswith both the
BGC andthe MBC. The doauments were made available to the leaders of both.
Pastor Johnmet persondly with Jerry Sheveland (10-1-05), the President of the
Baptist General Conference. Pastor John,Dan Holst, Sam Crabtree, and Tim
Johnsn met with Truett Lawson (10-20-05), the Executive Minister of the
Minnesota Baptist Conference.

We share with Jerry Sheveland, the president of the BGC, a passion that bgptism
of bdievers by immersion would be preserved aswha is bdieved, taught and
practiced in our church and our denomination. The disagreement comes over
wha kindsof exceptionsmay be madein admitting certain bdieversto
membership. Jerry Sheveland wishes we had handled these exceptionsanother



way. But hewould like to put our disagreement in the categotry of theliberty and
autonony of thelocal church. In other words his preferenceis tha we woud
notleave the BGC. That is certainly our preference as well.

Truett Lawson communicated to ustha he bdieves the proposl of theeldes
conforms to theguiddines that the MBC devel opad some years ago when a
similar issue came up in other churches. He persondly bdievesin thedirection
we are going. He does not see any conflict with the MBC leadership on this
direction.

15. Was the option of an assocate member ship considered? If so, why didn®the
eldersgoin that direction?

Yes, we did consider tha possibility. There are at least two reasonsfor not
pursuingit:

Firgt, an assodate membership does not fit with the meaning of membership and
the naure of the church. Thelocal church is an expression of the universal body
of Christ. To beamembe of thelocal church signifies biblically tha we are
members of theuniversal body. Since there is no assodate membership in the
universal body, it would be ingppropriate to create an assodate membership in
thelocal body.What would it mean aboutmembership in Christ?

Second,if onesuggested that members admitted who have not been baptized as
beieversisto have a class of members who are (persistently disobedientOour
respong would be to definethe assodate membership as a category of the
Qpersistently disobadientOwould not fit with the nature of life in the church.
Either aperson@sinsare seriousenoughto proceed with disciplinetha might
result in excommunication, or they are of the nature that Christians struggle
with, and should notbeputin a specia category.

16. Would we still believe that baptism is necessary in a missionary context?

Y es. Thequestion of infant baptism only arisesin the situaion of second
geneation Chrigtians Should the children of baptized bdievers be bgptized?In
amissionay context thequestionis: Should adult conveats be baptized? The
answer isyes, dways and unashamedly. Thisisthe great dividinglinein mog
cultures between bang a Christian conveat and notbengone Thereisno
gpecia category in the New Testament for secret saints who avoid baptism for
fear of identification with Jesus



17.Will the proposal make the effort to do church-wide member care harder or
eader?

We do not bdieve the changes proposed will make member care more difficult.
On the contrary we think the serioushess of membership will rise with this
changebecause it will come closer to removing all barriers to membership that
are not essential to being a Chrigtian. This meansthat we will beable to say to
attenders who want to be here tha they should join the church and tha notto do
so isaseriousmatter. This meanstha membership can become a more
pervasive requirement for roles like small-groupleaders and Sunday School
teachers. All of thiswill notlessen our commitment to take member care
serioudy but heghten it. Whether we do agoodjob at thiswill notbe
determined by who joinsthe church, but by how serioudy we take theteaching
of Acts 20:28 and Hebrews 13:17. The seriousess of those versesiswhd this
proposl isrooted in.

Acts 20:28, QPay careful attention to yourselves and to all theflodk, in which
theHoly Spirit has made you overseers, to care for the church of God, which
he obtained with his own blood O

Hebrews 13:17, GDbey your leaders and subnit to them, for they are keeping
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watch over your souls, as those who will have to give an account Let them do this

with joy and not with groaning, for tha would beof no advantageto you.O

18.1n the elder proposal a conservative Presbyterian or Reformed person could be a

member of Bethlehem. But the proposal requiresthat elders of Bethlehem must

embracethe Elder Affirmation of Faith which saysthat baptism istheimmersion of

a believer in water. So even though a member agreeswith everything in the Elder
Affirmation of Faith except the meaning of baptism, that person could not be an
elder or pador at Bethlehem. Why isit serioudy questionableto disallow someone

into member ship because of infant baptism but not seriously questionableto
disallow that same person, if maturein thefaith, to serveasan elder ?

Theanswer istha it is vastly more seriousto excludesomeonefrom the church than

to excludethem from an office in thechurch. Being a part of thechurch is
fundamental to Chrigtian existence. Being an elder isnot. Moreove the New

Testament gives qudificationsfor beng an elder tha are not qudificationsfor being
amembe (1 Timothy 3:1-7; Titus 1:6-9). Thestandadsare highe for beng an elder

than for beng a member.

If we are asked, Would we be comfortable saying to a compeent Reformed

Paedobaptist teacher who joined our church, QVeareglad you are a member butyou
cannotserve as an elder,Otheanswer is @) no such convasationsare @omfortable,O
jug necessary; b) we would keep onworking and hoping tha over time amind could

be changed on this matter of bgptism so tha the person could be an elder; ¢) mog
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importantly it would bea hunded times more uncomfortable for usto say to tha
person: Y ou may notbeamember of this church, even thoughyou might want to.

In other words the awkwardness of having a competent teacher in the membership
who cannotbe an elder because of disagreement aboutbgptism isa small thing
compared to themuch more weighty matter of excluding him from membership.

19. Doesn@® the proposal@ claim to make member ship requirements OoughlyOthe
same asthe requirements for membership in the universal church (p. 6 of the 85
pagedocument) rest a hugeamount on theword OroughlyO?That is, it seemslike
the proposed MEMBERSHIP AFFIRMATION OF FAITH still requiresthingsthat not all
regener ate people will necessarily believe.

Y es, theworld GoughlOcarries a lot of freight We know tha we have not
succeeded in defining thedodrind and behavioral tests of regeneration perfectly.
Thiswas the hardest part of ourjob. We recommend the effort to anyonewho
wants to be hurrbled. Wha are the dodrines which to deny calls aperson@faith
into question?Wha are the persistent behaviors which to embrace or to renoune
callsfaith into question?We have donethe best we could in trying to make these
choices, while working within theframework tha we have. We donat claim it to
be perfect.

Here are two observationstha might hdp.

A) The PROPOSED MEMBERSHIP AFFIRMATION OF FAITH is prefaced with these
words Orhepurpose of the MEMBERSHIP AFFIRMATION OF FAITH iSto express
wha we bdieve a person mug not deny (or, preferably, would affirm) so as notto
call the genuineness of hisfaith into question. It isnot meant to represent al tha a
Christian should bdieve, butthe essential truthsthat a Christian must notdeny.O
Onecan see tha we are struggling with howto dowhat all leaders of churches
mug doif they are committed to aregenerate church membership (asfar as
humanscan judgg. Tha is, we are acknowledging that new Christiansmay nat
have much biblical or theological knowledgeat all, and may not beable to
articulate even thebasic dodrinesinduded in the MEMBERSHIP AFFIRMATION OF
FAITH. In tha case it seemsto ustha they should at least be unwilling to deny the
affirmations

B) In cases where a person may hold to serioudy deficient dodrines tha we do
notdeal within the MEMBERSHIP AFFIRMATION OF FAITH (for example, the
Roman Catholic dodrine of transubgantiation or the dodrine of open thasm), we
bdieve tha enoughhas been said in the congitution and by-laws and ELDER
AFFIRMATION OF FAITH and MEMBERSHIP AFFIRMATION OF FAITH aboutthe nature
of saving faith and abouthow a personisjudified and abouthow a pe'son enjoys
the grace of God, tha the elders who interview amember candidate will have
enoughguidance to discern if thepersonisrelying on something other than Christ
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for salvation and if the person has as view of God so defective asto call hisfaith
into question.

In other words it isthetask of the elders first and then the congregaion to discern
the evidences of a person@regeneration and saving faith. Thisis aweighty

matter. It will require from theelders a spiritud and dodrind discernment that
only God can give. Thedodrind and behavioral guiddines they will need are not
exhauged by the MEMBERSHIP AFFIRMATION OF FAITH and the CHURCH
CoVvENANT. Where these doauments are silent on some important issues, our hope
istha ample pointersto truth are in thedoauments.



