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I am a Christian. Therefore, I am connected.

Let’s make a quick list of pressing issues we face on a regular basis:

Paying the bills

Raising a family 

Keeping afloat in today’s economy

Church membership

Church membership? I doubt the issue of church membership makes it on most people’s list, but it 
should. Unfortunately, many Christians have developed a faulty view of what it means to be a church 
member. Many of us talk about our church in terms of what we get out of it. This consumer mentality 
focuses on the perks we gain from the church, which makes church membership sound more like 
club membership.

In reality, being part of the body of Christ means so much more. 

The Book of Ephesians helps us see the true benefits that come from our connections to Christ and 
His church. Within this study we’ll discover six ways that church members are connected: connected 
in Christ, connected in unity, connected in growth, connected through words, connected in service, 
and connected through prayer.

Your connection to the church—your membership—will prove over time to be just as important as 
paying the bills and raising a family. During this study you’ll discover that, through Christ, we are all 
truly connected in a way that lasts not just for a lifetime, but for all eternity. 

Thom S. Rainer

Dr. Thom S. Rainer serves as president and CEO of LifeWay. 
One of his greatest joys is his family: his wife Nellie Jo; his 
three sons, Sam, Art, and Jess; and his seven grandchildren. 

Dr. Rainer publishes a daily blog at ThomRainer.com and can be followed on 
Twitter @ThomRainer. He has authored several books, including the book that 
complements this study: I Am a Church Member: Discovering the Attitude that Makes 
the Difference.
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SESSION 1

CONNECTED  
IN CHRIST
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Q U E S T I O N  #1

When have you been interested to 
join a group or a cause? 

#BSFLChrist
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THE BIBLE MEETS LIFE
Membership has its privileges. 

Join Yellowstone Club in Big Sky, Montana, and you can golf, ski, 
snowboard, ride horseback, fly fish, hike, bike, kayak, and more 
among some of the most beautiful scenery in the country. You can 
dine in luxury. You may even rub elbows with celebrities. Of course, 
you’d expect these kinds of perks from a club that requires $300,000 
to join and $30,000 in annual dues—and that’s after you buy a 
multi-million dollar condo, mansion, or ranch. 

Most people can’t relate to forking over millions of dollars for such 
perks, but we do get the idea of membership. We’ve all belonged 
to organizations where we pay our dues and are entitled to certain 
benefits in return. The problem occurs when we bring this same 
mentality to the church. Church membership isn’t about having our 
needs met, but there is great value in being a church member. 

Let’s begin our study with an important truth from the Book of 
Ephesians—that belonging to the body of Christ is a gift.

THE POINT

Church membership is a privilege  
made possible through Christ.
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WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY?

Key Words

Foreigners, strangers 
(v. 19)—”Foreigners” refers to 
non-citizens who are short-
term in a country; “strangers” to 
longer term residents. Neither 
had citizenship or full rights. 

Cornerstone (v. 20)—The 
foundation stone that anchors 
the whole structure. It sets the 
angle and the bearings for the 
structure that will rise from 
the foundation.

Ephesians 2:17-22 (HCSB)

17 When the Messiah came, He proclaimed the good 

news of peace to you who were far away and peace to 

those who were near.

18 For through Him we both have access by one Spirit 

to the Father. 

19 So then you are no longer foreigners and strangers, 

but fellow citizens with the saints, and members of 

God’s household, 

20 built on the foundation of the apostles and 

prophets, with Christ Jesus Himself as the cornerstone. 

21 The whole building, being put together by Him, 

grows into a holy sanctuary in the Lord. 

22 You also are being built together for God’s dwelling 

in the Spirit.
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Ephesians 2:17-18
If you or I went to the White House in Washington D.C. and requested an audience with the president, 
we’d likely receive a formal reply that could be translated as, “Yeah, right.” It wouldn’t happen. Not for 
ordinary citizens like us. But if the president’s wife or children appeared with the same request, the 
response would be different. Of course they have unqualified access to the president—they’re his family!

To put things in perspective, Ephesians 2:17-18 is not about the elected leader of any one country. It’s 
about the sovereign, eternal Ruler of the universe. We may not have access to the U.S. president, but we 
do have access to God. 

In Ephesians 2, Paul wrote that at one time the believers had been far away from God (see 2:13).  
He reminded them they had been disobedient, living in sin, and subject to God’s anger (see vv. 1-3).  
They were without hope and without God in the world (v. 12). Cut off. No access. Excluded.

But then Jesus arrived. When He died on the cross to pay the penalty for sin, He made a way for those 
who were separated from God to be reconciled to Him. Jesus opened the door and gave the excluded—
which includes us—access to God. The gift of salvation is for all who believe in Jesus and trust Him as 
their Savior. 

What emotions do 
you experience when 
you think about 
having direct access 
to God? 

Q U E S T I O N  #2
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Scripture makes it clear: no one can earn this right standing with 
God by his or her own good deeds. “For you are saved by grace 
through faith, and this is not from yourselves; it is God’s gift—not 
from works, so that no one can boast” (Eph. 2:8-9). 

By grace alone, we who had no relationship with God have now 
become sons and daughters with unlimited access to the Ruler of 
the universe. We’re family. We’re in!

The Lord of the universe is on His throne conducting business, 
while you and I are given access to enter and sit at His feet. We were 
undeserving, rebellious sinners who now have the greatest access 
imaginable. And that access is a gift.

How is being part of 
a church like being 
part of a family? 

Q U E S T I O N  #3

Create a membership card that would improve your life right now.

YOUR IDEAL MEMBERSHIP

Use the questions provided 
to help set the parameters 
of that membership.

1.	What will you gain? 

2.	Who can use it? 

3.	How much will it cost? 

4.	How long will it last?
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Ephesians 2:19
Beginning a relationship with God is a little like going through one 
of those turnstiles to enter a football stadium—it happens one 
person at a time. God saves us as individuals. We each must come to 
Him through personal faith. But once we enter that relationship with 
Him, we immediately become part of His family.  

Before coming to Christ, the Ephesians were outsiders. By dying 
on the cross, however, Jesus made a way for them to become a 
part of His family. Now, through their faith, they were joined with 
all believers—Jew and Gentile. Instantly, they went from being 
outsiders to being insiders. Access to God gave them access to the 
family of God.

I remember my own entry into God’s family when I was a teenager. 
My high school football coach, Joe Hendrickson, showed me the 
Bible verse, “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” 
(Rom. 3:23). He explained that everyone is a sinner, and none of us 
deserves salvation. We all deserve death (see Rom. 6:23). Coach 
Hendrickson helped me understand that Jesus took the punishment 
for me with His death on the cross (see 2 Cor. 5:21). 

After hearing my coach explain the gospel, I repented of my sins 
and placed my faith in Jesus (see Acts 3:19). At that moment,  
I received the gift of salvation, which included forgiveness of my sins 
and adoption by God the Father. It meant the Holy Spirit came to 
dwell in me. And it made me part of the body of Christ. Just as it 
was for the first century Gentile Ephesian believers, so it is for all of 
us: membership in the body of Christ, the church, is a gift from God. 

As a gift, membership in the body of Christ is something to be 
treasured. It’s not a legalistic obligation. It’s not a country club to 
provide us privileges and perks. It’s not a license for entitlements. 
It is a gift to be cherished. Q U E S T I O N  #4

What prevents us 
from viewing church 
membership as 
a privilege? 
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Ephesians 2:20-22
Country clubs, health clubs, and the like exist primarily for one purpose: they are businesses designed to 
make a profit for the owner. So if you choose to join a club, it makes sense to consider what it will cost, 
what activities and services it will provide, and how well you like the other members. 

By contrast, the church is not a business. It is the body of Christ, with Jesus as the head. The church is built 
on the foundation of the apostles who witnessed the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus and declared 
His gospel. The church is not primarily for us; the church is for God, who founded it and sustains it to this day. 

Paul called Jesus Christ the chief cornerstone of the church. In ancient architecture, the chief cornerstone 
was the most important stone in a building, more important even than the foundation. Covering a right 
angle where two walls joined, it was the binding stone that held the entire structure together. To say 
Jesus is the church’s chief cornerstone is to say that everything in and about the church rests on His 
authority. In other words, Jesus is the reason for the church’s existence. He is the One who connects us all 
together. The purpose of the church is to worship and serve Him. 

God never intended His church to be a place for followers to act like consumers seeking to be served and 
entertained. Instead, He designed the church to be a missionary people carrying out the greatest work 
the world has ever known. Therefore, an invitation to join with Jesus and His followers in carrying out 
that mission is truly a gift that should inspire our humble gratitude and motivate our sacrificial service.

Jesus remains the 
foundation of  
the church. What is 
our role in continuing  
His work? 

Q U E S T I O N  #5
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Ephesians 2 helps us understand what the church is. So how do you 
apply this truth in your life?

View church membership as a gift. Thank God daily for 
the opportunity to be included in His family, the church. 

Ask the right question. John F. Kennedy famously 
challenged Americans, “Ask not what your country can do for 
you, ask what you can do for your country.” This week, ask 
your pastor, “What can I do for my church?”

Invite others in. Identify those around you who need to 
be introduced to the gospel and included in Christ’s church. 
Invite at least one of these individuals to church this week.

Church membership isn’t about our needs. It’s about meeting the 
needs of others. Most importantly, it’s about serving the one true 
God. Yes, membership certainly has its privileges.

He' l l Come Running

There’s a dangerous temptation many of us face when 
we think we’ve got God all figured out. I’ve noticed that 
I tend to get myself into all kinds of trouble when I make 
assumptions about how He moves and leave no room for 
mystery. We walk a fine line when we assume that God 
must think and feel and respond as we do. God is “other,” 
unlike us in so many ways. 

LIVE IT OUT

To continue reading “He’ll Come Running” from HomeLife 
magazine, visit BibleStudiesforLife.com/articles.
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But the father in Jesus’ story does something no Middle 
Eastern father would ever do: He actually gives his son his 
inheritance early. I can just imagine Jesus’ audience gasping, 
“What? No ordinary dad would do that!” Which was exactly 
Jesus’ point. The Middle Eastern father in Jesus’ story is no 
ordinary dad, and more importantly, the God (or heavenly 
Father) he represents, is no ordinary God.

The religious people in Jesus’ day desperately needed to 
be reminded of that truth, and I believe many of us also need 
to be reminded of this. Jesus was painting a picture of God 
that scraped against the grain of that culture’s belief and 
tradition. He introduces us to a God who will let us make 
our own mistakes.

Many people wonder why God didn’t simply create humans 
as spirit beings without human nature. Why did He first make 
us physical — from the dust of the earth in Genesis — then 
offer us eternal life only if we trust in Jesus? If God can do all 
things, why didn’t He create us with perfect character?

Of course, God could have done that — if He’d been willing 
to create us without the personal character we need for mak-
ing personal choices. God had a choice about how humans 
would be created. He could have made us to function like 
programmed robots whose only course of action is to carry 
out the instructions of their Maker. But instead, He chose 
to create us like Him, capable of making choices that are 
limited only by our knowledge and character.

So we have this God who is constantly forming our char-
acter, and part of the way that happens is by us making our 
own choices.

A God Who Runs
Jesus continued His story by describing how the younger 
son, the prodigal son, takes his inheritance, leaves home, 
and makes a series of horrible choices in his life — choices 
that leave him empty and struggling: “After he had spent 
everything, a severe famine struck that country, and he had 
nothing. Then he went to work for one of the citizens of that 
country, who sent him into his fields to feed pigs. He longed 
to eat his fill from the carob pods the pigs were eating, but no 
one would give him any” (Luke 15:14-16).

The prodigal son is afraid to go home to his father because 
he’s afraid his poor decisions and running from his father has 
cost him his relationship. He’s afraid he has no leverage to 
negotiate his acceptance. His past is too costly for his father 
to forgive. Instead, he devises a plan: “How many of my 
father’s hired hands have more than enough food, and here 
I am dying of hunger! I’ll get up, go to my father, and say to 
him, Father, I have sinned against heaven and in your sight.  
I’m no longer worthy to be called your son. Make me like one 
of your hired hands” (Luke 15:17-19).

Does his plan sound at all vaguely familiar to you? It should. 
It seems we’re all in negotiation with God to try to get His help 
in exchange for our good behavior. We promise to do what 
we’re told, and we expect God to forgive us. This is a straight-
forward business arrangement, and we fully expect it to work. 
Meanwhile, we talk about being God’s as if we’re family. But in 
our “performance-for-forgiveness” arrangement, things don’t 

operate on grace. Jesus completed the story, “But while the 
son was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled 
with compassion. He ran, threw his arms around his neck, 
and kissed him” (Luke 15:20).

What an amazing picture of our God! The father runs to 
the son. In the ancient Middle Eastern culture, men didn’t 
run. Respected men, landowners, people of wealth and dig-
nity would never be caught running in public. It was beneath 
them. If something were needed, if something was urgent, 
they would send a servant running.

But I believe this father realizes how the village will wel-
come his son when he returns in failure. He knows what the 
village has planned for the boy, and it’s not pretty. The father 
thinks that if he’s able to achieve reconciliation with his son 
in public, no one in the village will treat him badly.

So the father takes the bottom edge of his long robes in his 
hand and runs to welcome his pig-herding son, grabs him, 
and kisses him. Out of his own outlandish compassion, he 
empties himself, 
assumes the form of 
a servant, and runs 
to reconcile his 
estranged son.

This scene 
reminds me of 
a passage about 
Jesus Himself in 
Philippians: “Make 
your own attitude 
that of Christ Jesus, 
who, existing in the 
form of God, did not 
consider equality with God as something to be used for His 
own advantage. Instead He emptied Himself by assuming the 
form of a slave, taking on the likeness of men. And when He 
had come as a man in His external form, He humbled Himself 
by becoming obedient to the point of death — even to death on 
a cross” (2:5-8).

It’s easy in our religious culture to think that this life is all 
about us “running to the Father,” that we’re the ones who are 
working and obeying to get to the father. But Jesus reminds 
us that there is a heavenly Father who is running us down. 
He reaches out to us through the person of 
Jesus Christ.

This story wouldn’t have been nearly as 
amazing if the son had taken off running for 
the father. It’s not amazing that we love God. 
Why wouldn’t we? What is amazing is that 
God loves us. He chose us. He ran to us.

And He continues to run you down today. • 

This excerpt has been reprinted with permission from W 
Publishing Group, a division of Thomas Nelson.

Pete Wilson is the founding and senior pastor of Cross Point 
Church in Nashville, Tenn., a committed church community that 
he and his wife, Brandi, planted in 2003. The author of three books, 
including his latest, Let Hope In (Thomas Nelson), Pete enjoys fly 
fishing, Titans football, and playing with his three sons. Find out 
more at Pete’s blog withoutwax.tv or follow him on Twitter @pwilson.

It’s not amazing 
that we love God. 
Why wouldn’t we? 
What is amazing 
is that God loves 
us. He chose us. 
He ran to us.

by the Jews of His time. It also paints a picture of God that 
contradicts many of today’s images of God that churches and 
theologies have created.

One of the reasons this story is so rich is that it paints a 
beautiful portrait of what God is truly like, erasing so many 
of the distortions we’ve picked up over time. There are times 
when I read this story and weep at the pure goodness of God.

Jesus began the story with a younger son asking his father 
for his inheritance. In Jesus’ time, when a father was on his 
deathbed, he typically would call his sons to his bedside and 
discuss giving each son his share of the wealth. This was a 
time-honored tradition, a practice rooted in culture.

But Jesus’ story included a son who basically said, “Hey, 
Dad, I know you’ve worked your tail off for most of your life 
to make a living and provide for our family, and I know that 
you know that I’ll probably blow all of this money on some 
really stupid stuff, and I know this may seem like I really 
can’t wait for you to die to get my hands on your money,  
but I was wondering if I could have my piece of the pie a 
little early?”

Now Jesus’ audience was listening to this and was proba-
bly laughing. They were likely thinking, Yeah, right. I know 
what I’d tell my son if he asked me that. A request like that 
would have caused most traditional Middle Eastern fathers 
of Jesus’ time to strike their sons across their faces and 
drive them out of the house.

 He’ll 
Come
 ~Running~

by Pete Wilson

T
here’s a dangerous temptation many 
of us face when we think we’ve got 
God all figured out. I’ve noticed that 
I tend to get myself into all kinds of 
trouble when I make assumptions 
about how He moves and leave no 
room for mystery.

We walk a fine line when we 
assume that God must think and feel 

and respond as we do. God is “other,” unlike us in so many 
ways. In fact, so much of Jesus’ ministry here on earth was 
spent telling stories about God, which shocked the religious 
groups of His day. The parables Jesus tells often show us a 
God who will constantly surprise us, turning over any pre-
conceived notions we have about who He is or what He’ll do.

Consider the parable of the prodigal son in Luke 15, a story 
Jesus shared in response to the religious leaders’ beliefs 
on whom God accepts and whom He rejects. The story is 
about a lost soul being welcomed home with open arms and 
is a revealing picture of what God is like — a picture that 
contradicted so many images that had been painted of Him 

The amazing race of a father and his son,  
and how it demonstrates God’s undying love for you.
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“NOW YOU ARE THE BODY OF 
CHRIST.” (1 CORINTHIANS 12:27)
The idea of being a member of a church has been around for generations.  
We tend to refer to being “members” of a church in the same way we might 
refer to being a member of a country club or other community group. But  
your church is more than a country club. It requires more of you. But what 
does it require? How do you get connected and stay connected to a church 
family? This 6-week study in the Book of Ephesians is the latest work from the 
author of I Am a Church Member. 

In Connected: My Life in the Church, Dr. Thom Rainer will examine important 
connections like service, growth, prayer, and other ideas to better understand 
what the Bible asks of you as a connected member of the church.

DR. THOM S. RAINER
Dr. Rainer serves as president and CEO of LifeWay 
Christian Resources. He is a graduate of the 
University of Alabama where he received his degree 
in business administration. He received both his 
master of divinity and PhD degrees from Southern 
Seminary. Dr. Rainer has authored or co-authored 
25 books. Among his greatest joys are his family: his 
wife Nellie Jo, three sons, and seven grandchildren. 
Dr. Rainer publishes a daily blog at ThomRainer.com 
and can be followed on Twitter @ThomRainer.


