
“It has been my observation that vibrant growing Christians
are those who are connected to a visible expression of the
body of Christ—the church.This book deals with everything
from the importance of the local church to the nature of com-
mitment, choosing a good church, and much more. Added
study questions make this a great resource for group study.”

—TEDD TRIPP, pastor, conference speaker, author of
Shepherding a Child’s Heart

“Simply the best book to give new members, indeed new
Christians in general, as they seek to understand how to live
and to love the Lord and others in church. May this new edi-
tion reach far and wide to those who need wisdom and guid-
ance for life in our heavenly Father’s house.”

—LANCE QUINN, Pastor-teacher, The Bible Church
of Little Rock, Arkansas

“Life in the Father’s House is well written, theologically sound,and
rich with practical application. In today’s evangelicalism, with so
much based on pragmatism, ‘felt needs,’ or sociological trends,
it is a joy and a refreshment to have such a resource as this to
edify our people in the truth concerning the church. I highly rec-
ommend this book to pastors and lay leaders.”

—JEFF NOBLIT, Pastor-teacher, First Baptist Church,
Muscle Shoals, Alabama

“Whatever Dr. Mack writes is going to be helpful because he
opens his theme and the living Word coincidentally.Then he
applies timeless truths freshly to the testings and understand-
ings of Christians in our twenty-first century. That is espe-
cially so in this book.”

—GEOFFTHOMAS,Pastor,Alfred Place Baptist Church,
Aberystwyth,Wales
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“For several years our church has given a copy of Life in the
Father’s House to everyone who has attended our membership
class. It is simply the best book available on what it means to
live out one’s Christian faith as part of a community—as a
member of the body of Christ. It is biblical, balanced, wise,
easy to read, and surprisingly comprehensive for its length.An
excellent primer for new Christians and a worthy reminder
and challenge for seasoned saints.”

—WAYNEWILSON, Pastor, Faith Bible Church,Acton,
California; author of Worldly Amusements: Restoring the Lord-
ship of Christ to Our Entertainment Choices

“Life in the Father’s House was required reading for the mem-
bership class in our church when I was a senior pastor. It has
a high view of Christ’s bride, the church, during a time when
entertainment and emerging churches have trivialized her.
This book is an undeniably necessary read by all Christians.”

—JOHN D. STREET, Chair, Graduate Program in Bib-
lical Counseling,The Master’s College and Seminary

“Choosing a book about church administration and worship
can be as risky as picking wild mushrooms—the wrong kind
poisons the consumer. Life in the Father’s House administers
the biblical antidote to such poisons. It stresses Scripture-
guided and spiritually gifted leadership, membership, and serv-
ice.With passion, accuracy, and clarity Wayne Mack and David
Swavely provide leaders and laity alike with biblical teaching
about the New Testament church at work and in worship. New
members’ classes should use the book as a trustworthy text-
book, church leaders as a reference tool, and church members
as a membership guide.”

—WILLIAM D. BARRICK, Professor, The Master’s
Seminary, Director of Th.D. Studies
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“The local church is under attack, not only by its opponents
but also by ‘friendly fire,’ ready to abandon it for ineffective-
ness in her Lord’s call to make disciples. Wayne Mack and
David Swavely do not fall into this trap of the devil that
would reject the enduring wisdom and design of Christ.They
address elements essential to making the local congregation
the incubator of life, health, vitality, and functionality her
Lord intends.”

—STANLEY D. GALE, Pastor, Reformed Presbyterian
Church,West Chester, Pennsylvania; author, Warfare Witness:
Contending with Spiritual Opposition in Everyday Evangelism

“In a league of its own. For compact thoroughness and prac-
tical instruction in church membership, we need look no fur-
ther. I highly recommend that every pastor, church leader,
and church member read this outstanding book.”

—JERRY MARCELLINO, Pastor, Audubon Drive Bible
Church, Laurel, Mississippi; Moderator of F.I.R.E. (Fellow-
ship of Independent Reformed Evangelicals)

“Pastors go to seminary to learn about the church, but where
can church members go? They should go to this book. It is
Church Membership 101, teaching not just facts, but a deep,
practical love for the church of Jesus Christ.”

—JOEL JAMES, Pastor-teacher, Grace Fellowship, Pre-
toria, South Africa

“Will help people participate in their church. In a day when
congregations are full of lonely and uninvolved individuals
who don’t know how to engage the church body biblically,
this book, newly revised, can start them on the right course.”

—DAVE DEUEL, Academic Director, The Master’s
Academy International
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“Members at Jubilee who are exposed to the biblical vision of
the church in this book undoubtedly experience greater growth
and maturity in love for their Savior. Once they see the love
and commitment Christ has for his church (His body and
bride), they soon realize that loving Christ includes loving the
church and being deeply committed to it.”

—PAUL J. BANG, Education Pastor, Jubilee Presbyter-
ian Church (Korean-American Church), Conshohocken,
Pennsylvania

“Life in the Father’s House is medicine for the many ecclesias-
tical ills common today. Are you suffering from a spiritual
malaise or a feverish distemper that threatens your church?
Read this book and see what difference it will make. Pastors,
give a copy to all your church members!”

—CONRAD MBEWE, Pastor, Kabwata Baptist Church,
Lusaka, Zambia

“When I arrived at our church, this was the first book I asked
every elder and deacon to read. Now we ask every prospec-
tive member to read this book. It is taking our whole church
to a new level of commitment! I know of no other tool that
gives such a great summary of what God expects of us in the
local church.”

—TIM CANTRELL, Senior Pastor, Honeyridge Baptist
Church, Johannesburg, South Africa
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This book is dedicated to my son,
Joshua Mack, who has been my friend

for many years and my copastor at
Fellowship Church of the Lehigh Valley

from 2000 to 2005.
—Wayne A. Mack

This book is also dedicated to
Faith Church in Sonoma, California,

who were my spiritual family and
my dearest friends for six wonderful years,

and to the new Faith Church in Malvern, Pennsylvania,
with whom I hope to serve the Lord for many years to come.
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FOREWORD

In these days when many professing Christians think only of
their personal relationship with Jesus Christ and, consequently,
wander loosely without regard for their relationship to the church,
it is critical to address the matter of corporate Christianity.

God has designed that we be joined not only to Him,
but to His church, as well. The New Testament metaphors
that depict the church are richly instructive in carrying the
weight of this emphasis. God has called and placed all the re-
deemed into His church, which He has defined as

• a holy and royal priesthood offering spiritual sacrifices
to God

• a chosen race belonging to God
• a separate nation whose King is the eternal God
• a temple indwelt by the Spirit of God
• a set of branches connected to Jesus Christ as the Vine
• a flock led by the Good Shepherd
• a household or family sharing the common life of the

eternal Father
• a body of which the Lord Jesus is Head.

All these metaphors feature the common characteristics of
unity and shared life and fellowship.

Believers compose one priesthood, one nation, one race,
one temple, one plant, one flock, one family, and one body.

9
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We have all been made one spiritually, and we belong together
in communion, living out that oneness in local churches.

We are commanded not to forsake “our own assembling
together,” so that we can “stimulate one another to love and
good deeds” (Heb. 10:24–25).

There has been a formidable supply of teaching on what
believers should be in their own lives with the Lord, and there
is plenty of data on the call and the duties of church leader-
ship. What has been missing is the necessary instruction to
believers about how they are to conduct themselves in the
church to which they eternally belong and locally express
their faith.

This helpful book lays out the crucial pattern for con-
duct in the fellowship that leads to the fulfillment of our Lord’s
desire in the church Christ “purchased with His own blood”
(Acts 20:28).

John MacArthur
Grace Community Church
Sun Valley, California

FOREWORD
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INTRODUCTION

church (church) n. 1. a building for public worship 2. pub-
lic worship; a religious service 3. a particular sect or denom-
ination of Christians 4. church government, or its power, as
opposed to civil government 5. the profession of the clergy 6.
a group of worshipers.

Those definitions of the word church, taken from the Stu-
dent Edition of Webster’s New World Dictionary (1981) betray
the confusion that exists in our day regarding that institution.
We reflect the first five definitions when we say things like,
“It’s about time to redecorate the church,” “I enjoyed church
today,” “My church is the Lutheran church,” and “I believe
in the separation of church and state.” But not one of those
meanings of the term church can be found in the Bible. Rather,
the Greek word translated in that way (ekklesia) is used over
a hundred times in the New Testament, and it always refers
to “a group of worshipers,” which is the last definition men-
tioned in Webster’s!

The “church” in Scripture is not a building, a denomi-
nation, or an activity—it is a group of people.This is true of
both the universal church, which is the group of people
throughout the world who believe in Jesus Christ (Matt. 16:18;
Eph. 5:25–27), and also the local church, which is the group
of people who meet together in a particular location for wor-
ship (Matt. 18:17; 1 Cor. 1:2). The word ekklesia is used in
both ways in the New Testament, but the latter meaning is

11
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much more prevalent. So throughout this book we will be re-
ferring to “the church” in that sense—the local body of be-
lievers who meet together to worship God and serve one
another.

Technically speaking, those people do not worship “at a
church” or participate “in church”—they are the church! And
if you are a member of the body of Christ, you do not “go to
church” or “sit in church”—you are a part of the church who
comes together for worship with the rest of the body.This is
important to understand because the quality of a church is
therefore not measured by the condition of its buildings or
the appeal of its services, but by the state of the people them-
selves.They are the church, so the church is only as good as
they are.

That is why this book is “A Member’s Guide to the Local
Church.” Most of the people in a particular congregation are
not church leaders; they are simply church members, or “lay-
men” as they have often been called. But almost all of the
books written about the local church have been geared to
leaders. One would have to search far and wide to find an-
other book like this that speaks directly and extensively to
the responsibilities of the “common” people who are part of
a local church.

Because this book is written to meet that specific need,
it therefore does not contain any discussion of certain issues
that church leaders must decide upon, such as the mode of
baptism or the form of church government. The truth con-
tained here applies to the members of any body that seeks to
obey the Scriptures, regardless of denominational affiliation
or other distinctives.

Not only is the meaning of the word “church” misun-
derstood today, but many Christians are ignorant or confused
regarding their roles and responsibilities in a local body. For

INTRODUCTION

12

Mack-Swavely, Life 2d Ed  10/18/06  5:27 PM  Page 12



example: Do you know why most churches have a member-
ship process, and is there any substantial difference between
a “member” and a “regular attender”? What kind of church
should a Christian attend, and what are good reasons to leave
one for another? What kind of relationship should you have
with the leaders of your church, and what role should they
play in your life? How can you keep the Sunday services from
becoming routine? And how can you either cause or prevent
a “church split”?

Those questions and many more are answered thor-
oughly in the following pages.We hope that by the time you
are finished reading this book, you will completely understand
what God wants you to do as a part of the local church and
how He wants you to do it. Our prayer is also that you will
put into practice each truth you learn, so that your Life in the
Father’s House will be pleasing to Him.

INTRODUCTION
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1

REALIZING THE IMPORTANCE
OF THE LOCAL CHURCH

“JESUS—YES! CHURCH—NO!” So read a placard car-

ried by a student. In this spiritually hungry age, the inter-

est in the person of Jesus is unmistakable. . . . At the same

time the popular image of the church is that of empty and

decaying buildings, aged and female congregations, and de-

pressed and irrelevant clergy.Thus the growing enthusiasm

for Jesus seems tragically offset by the almost total disen-

chantment with the church.1

Those words written in the late 1970s by English pas-
tor David Watson accurately captured the spirit of the times
in evangelicalism. The “Jesus Movement” of the sixties 
and seventies had spawned hundreds of parachurch organ-
izations devoted to proclaiming the Gospel and teaching
the Bible, and in most cases those organizations redirected
the focus of believers away from the local church. A gen-
eration of leaders was exercising their spiritual gifts in other
contexts besides the assemblies they attended on Sunday.
This parachurch “theft” and a society accelerating into 

15
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secularism at breakneck speed combined to reduce the 
attendance in local churches to an all-time low.

The eighties and nineties, on the other hand, brought
both good news and bad news for the institution called the
local church. The good news is that interest in church was
greater than it had been for many years (particularly in Amer-
ica), and many churches reported tremendous growth in the
number of people who attended their services.The bad news
is that this “church growth movement” had largely accom-
modated the use of secular marketing techniques and an 
unfortunate tendency to dilute or camouflage the more con-
frontational features of the biblical message.2 Therefore it had
also fallen far short of producing commitment to the church
in the lives of many, as illustrated in an intriguing book by
William Hendricks called Exit Interviews.

Hendricks chronicles the failure of the “church growth
movement” to keep people in the church, as the back cover
of the book explains.

There’s a dark side to recent reports of surging church at-
tendance in North America.While countless “unchurched”
people may be flocking in the front door of the church, a
steady stream of the “churched” is flowing quietly out the
back. It’s estimated that 53,000 people leave churches every
week and never come back!3

The book documents those claims through current sta-
tistics and numerous interviews with individuals who have left
the church.The trend that it describes is sad indeed, but what
is even more alarming about the book is the author’s own
opinions about the importance of the local church, which are
woven throughout his interpretations of the interviews. Even
though he makes several statements to the effect that he does

REALIZING THE IMPORTANCE OF THE LOCAL CHURCH

16

Mack-Swavely, Life 2d Ed  10/18/06  5:27 PM  Page 16



not want to minimize the importance of the church, it is clear
that he considers it to be only one of many options for the spir-
itual growth of believers.

Despite glowing reports of surging church attendance, more
and more Christians in North America are feeling disillu-
sioned with the church and other formal, institutional ex-
pressions of Christianity.

That’s not to say that these “back-door believers” have
given up on the faith. On the contrary, they may be quite
articulate regarding spiritual matters. Indeed, some have
remarkably vibrant spiritual lives and touchingly close
friendships with a kindred spirit or two. But in the main,
they tend to nurture their relationship with God apart from
the traditional means of church and parachurch.

“Impossible!” some will reply. “One simply cannot
grow as a Christian unless one is part of a church, a local
body of believers.” So conventional wisdom would have
it. . . .4

Why dredge up something that puts a negative face on
Christianity [i.e., the interviews]? As believers, shouldn’t
we dwell on the positive, on the edifying things that God is
doing among and through His people? Yes, but the ques-
tions assume that nothing edifying is taking place, when in
many cases that’s exactly what is happening: God is doing
His marvelous work in someone’s life, even apart from the
church—believe it or not.5

Referring to those he talked to who have left the church
completely, the author says,

After languishing for a while where they were, they chose
to get out and find a better way. . . .6

REALIZING THE IMPORTANCE OF THE LOCAL CHURCH
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Quite often they described themselves as moving closer to
God but further away from the church!7

Finally, he devotes a chapter to addressing the “dropouts”
he has interviewed and any readers who have also left the
church. Here is his thoughtful message to them:

I am extremely reluctant to shake my finger in your face
and say, “You turn right around and get yourself back in a
church!” I don’t know your circumstances. It may be that
there are lots of alternatives around you, in which case I
certainly would encourage you to explore them diligently
until you find something that works. . . .8

Tradition holds that you cannot grow apart from a
church. How, then, will you proceed (assuming that you
want to proceed)? A few of the people I have interviewed
have moved forward by standing tradition on its head and
taking spiritual sustenance wherever they can find it—
from books, magazines, television and radio ministries, a
sympathetic friend or two, perhaps the arts and music,
maybe volunteer work. Over time, they’ve become quite
resourceful at finding ways to meet God apart from a
local church . . . .9

I don’t blame you for walking out.10

Exit Interviews was written by a respected, well-known
Christian author and published by a conservative Christian
publisher. It also hovered for quite some time in the top ten
lists for Christian book sales. It is safe to say from those facts
that the general regard for the local church among professing
Christians at the close of the twentieth century had not im-
proved much since the dreary sixties and seventies.

REALIZING THE IMPORTANCE OF THE LOCAL CHURCH
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This trend has continued into the new century, unfor-
tunately, and has even reached new lows. In 2005 George
Barna, one of the most well known Christian leaders in Amer-
ica, published a book called Revolution, which is subtitled Find-
ing Vibrant Faith Beyond theWalls of the Sanctuary. In this book
Barna commends the growing numbers of Christians who are
“serving God” with no connection to a local church and even
suggests that many others should follow their lead. He begins
the book with an admiring portrait of a “committed Christ-
ian” who plays golf every Sunday morning instead of attend-
ing church and fills the rest of the book with quotes like this:

“Scripture teaches us that devoting your life to loving God
with all your heart, mind, strength, and soul is what hon-
ors Him. Being part of a local church may facilitate that.
Or it might not.”11

“I am not called to attend or join a church.”12

This contemporary indifference toward the church rep-
resents a gargantuan shift from long-standing values held by
those throughout history who have called themselves the peo-
ple of God. If Exit Interviews or Revolution had been written
in any other century than our own, they would have likely
been met with a chorus of righteously indignant protests from
the Christian leaders of the day.They may have even been la-
beled “heresy” by our forefathers, who called people who left
the church apostates rather than “back-door believers” or “rev-
olutionary Christians.”

Consider, for example, some statements from the three
most recognized names in the history of our faith. Augustine
said, “He cannot have God for his father who does not have
the church for his mother.” Martin Luther wrote,“Apart from

REALIZING THE IMPORTANCE OF THE LOCAL CHURCH
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the church, salvation is impossible.”13 And John Calvin’s In-
stitutes of the Christian Religion, which is the most widely read
and treasured work since the apostolic age, contains these im-
passioned assertions about the local church:

Because it is now our intention to discuss the visible church,
let us learn even from the simple title “mother” how use-
ful, indeed necessary, it is that we should know her. For
there is no other way to enter into life unless this mother
conceive us in her womb, give us birth, nourish us at her
breast, and lastly, unless she keep us under her care and
guidance until, putting off mortal flesh, we become like the
angels (Matt. 22:30). Our weakness does not allow us to
be dismissed from her school until we have been pupils all
our lives. Furthermore, away from her bosom one cannot
hope for any forgiveness of sins or any salvation. . . . God’s
fatherly favor and the especial witness of spiritual life are
limited to his flock, so that it is always disastrous to leave
the church.14

The Lord esteems the communion of his church so highly
that he counts as a traitor and apostate from Christianity
anyone who arrogantly leaves any Christian society,provided
it cherishes the true ministry of Word and sacraments.15

Augustine, Luther, and Calvin merely represent the
thousands of Christian leaders throughout the centuries
who believed the church is absolutely indispensable to our
growth as Christians. Apparently our day has brought a
tremendous change in the way people view the local church,
especially when best-selling books imply repeatedly that we
can grow just as well without it. But what does the Word of
God say about the church of God? Our authority is neither
prevailing thought nor the dogma of fallible theologians.

REALIZING THE IMPORTANCE OF THE LOCAL CHURCH
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Rather we must find out what God thinks about this insti-
tution He has designed from the Book He has written to us.

Is it possible to have a vibrant spiritual life and success-
fully nurture our relationship with God apart from a local
church? Is it just “conventional wisdom” that tells us we must
be a part of one? Is it possible to move closer to God and far-
ther away from the church? Are there “lots of alternatives” to
the church when it comes to our spiritual growth? And are
those who forsake all church involvement truly blameless for
that choice?

The answer to all those questions, according to Scrip-
ture, is a resounding no! Far from being only one of many op-
tions for the Christian, the church is the primary means through
which God accomplishes His plan in the world. It is His ordained
instrument for calling the lost to Himself and the context in
which He sanctifies those who are born into His family. There-
fore God expects (and even demands) a commitment to the
church from everyone who claims to know Him.

Even a cursory reading of the New Testament makes
clear the centrality of the church in the biblical record. Jesus
Christ proclaimed that He would build His church (Matt.
16:18), invested in it the authority to act with the imprimatur
of heaven (Matt. 18:17–20), and ultimately revealed that His
plan was to fill the world with local bodies of believers (Matt.
28:18–20). Most of the epistles are written to local churches,
and three of the others written to individuals (1 and 2 Tim-
othy and Titus) discuss how the local church should func-
tion. Finally, the wonders of Revelation were expressly
intended for seven local churches in Asia Minor and sent to
them by the apostle John at the command of the risen Christ
(Rev. 1:4, 11).

No single verse proclaims the importance of the local
church more powerfully than 1 Timothy 3:15, and that verse

REALIZING THE IMPORTANCE OF THE LOCAL CHURCH
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will serve well as a framework for a discussion of this doctrine
in Scripture.There Paul says to Timothy, “I write so that you
may know how one ought to conduct himself in the house-
hold of God, which is the church of the living God, the pillar
and support of the truth.” Paul wanted his young apprentice
to understand the gravity and significance of his instructions,
and so he referred to the local assembly of believers by four
descriptive terms designed to emphasize its importance to
God. These terms are still appropriate designations for the
church, and an understanding of them should help us to share
Paul’s love and respect for this holy institution.

THE HOUSEHOLD OF GOD

The word “household” comes from the Greek oikos, which
can mean either a dwelling place (“house”) or an immediate
family (“household”). Both meanings are applied to the
church in Scripture, and both provide profound testimony to
its divine origin and significance.

The Church Is God’s Dwelling Place

If Paul used the word in the sense of a dwelling place, then it
testifies to the fact that God Himself lives in and among His
church.The church itself is the house of God. Please under-
stand that we are not talking about the church building. The
very words “house of God” conjure up images of an old dea-
con looking down upon us when we were children and saying,
“No running in the sanctuary, young man—this is the house
of God!” (Of course, we could run in the gym or in the halls,
which were a part of the same building—but there was some-
thing especially holy about the room with the pulpit and pews.)

That old deacon was misusing the term “house of God,”
because it does not refer to a building at all, except in a

REALIZING THE IMPORTANCE OF THE LOCAL CHURCH
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metaphorical sense.The term is an allusion to the Old Testa-
ment tabernacle and temple, which are both often called by
that name in Scripture (e.g., John 2:16; Acts 7:47). It there-
fore refers to the fact that, throughout history, God has cho-
sen to work with groups of people and to manifest His presence
in a special way when they assemble together.

In 1 Corinthians 3:16–17, Paul says to that whole church
(not to individuals), “Do you not know that you are a temple
of God, and that the Spirit of God dwells in you? If any man
destroys the temple of God, God will destroy him, for the tem-
ple of God is holy, and that is what you are.” He also says to
the same group, “We are the temple of the living God; just as
God said, ‘I will dwell in them and walk among them; and I
will be their God, and they shall be My people’” (2 Cor. 6:16).
And Ephesians 2:19–22 says that we are “God’s household,
having been built upon the foundation of the apostles and
prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the corner stone, in
whom the whole building, being fitted together is growing
into a holy temple in the Lord; in whom you also are being
built together into a dwelling of God in the Spirit.”

The application of these verses to our discussion should
be obvious: If we want to be where God is, we need to be in
His church, for that is where He dwells. And the way we re-
late to Him is largely dependent upon the way we relate to
His church, for it is the house He has built with His own hands
(1 Peter 2:5).

The Church Is God’s Family

The more likely meaning of the word “household” in 1 Tim-
othy 3:15 is that of a family, because Paul used it that way
in verses 4, 5, and 12 of the same chapter.The idea of being
a part of God’s family is not new to most Christians—we
speak often of being “born again” into it, refer to God as
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our heavenly Father, and praise Him for adopting us as sons
and making us His heirs (Rom. 8:15–17). We sing, “I’m so
glad I’m a part of the family of God.” Seldom (if ever) do
we think of that “family of God” as the local church, but
that is what the phrase means in this verse.

No doubt Paul used this phrase in order to convince Tim-
othy of the importance of right conduct in the church. If eld-
ers and deacons are required to have their households in order
(vv. 4, 5, and 12), how much more does God’s own household
need to be in order! But his language leaves us with an addi-
tional lesson pertinent to this discussion. Not only do we need
to be in His church if we want to be where God is, but we also
need to be in His family if we want to consider Him our Fa-
ther. With Paul’s words in mind, how could people call God
their Father while refusing to be a part of His family?Yet that
plain contradiction essentially describes the position of those
who say they have faith and salvation apart from the church.

THE CHURCH OF THE LIVING GOD

The emphasis in this second description of the church falls
on the words “of the living God.”The church proceeded from
God and belongs to God. This divine Originator and Owner
of the church is the God—the only true God. And in contrast
to the temples of dead pagan idols, Paul says that this church
is of the living God. So at all times, He is personally and ac-
tively involved in its operation and enterprises.

Throughout the New Testament, God makes it clear to
us that the church is His dearest creation and possession. In
fact, each member of the Holy Trinity is repeatedly portrayed
as treasuring it above all other earthly institutions.

God the Father has revealed His love for the church by
His sovereign election of it before the foundation of the world
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