
Twenty Questions
Seeking the Forgiveness God Offers 

in Jesus Christ

Gary Henry

WordPoints
Louisville, Kentucky

WordPoints.com



Twenty Questions
Seeking the Forgiveness God Offers in Jesus Christ

Copyright © 2020 by Gary Henry

All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America.

ISBN-13:  978-1-936357-01-7  –  Print Edition
ISBN-13:  978-1-936357-02-4  –  PDF Edition

Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations are from
The Holy Bible, English Standard Version, copyright © 2011 by Crossway Bibles.

Used by permission. All rights reserved.

WordPoints
12123 Shelbyville Road, Suite 100-247

Louisville, KY 40243

(601) 490-0514

Web:  wordpoints.com
Email:  garyhenry@wordpoints.com



Preface

Good questions are one of the best Gifts we can Give ourselves. 
In this booklet we discuss twenty questions related to the most 

important subject in the world: our relationship to God.
The questions discussed in this booklet are not the only questions 

we might ask, but these twenty are certainly important. They each ad-
dress a biblical subject that invites us to dig into the Scriptures to find 
the answer. Here, then, are the twenty questions:

1. How does one become a Christian? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5
2. What must we do to be saved?  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7
3. Are there any conditions to God’s grace? . . . . . . . . . . . . 9
4. How does one accept God’s grace?  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11
5. What is the righteousness of faith? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13
6. What is the obedience of faith?  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15
7. Is Jesus Christ the only way to salvation?  . . . . . . . . . . 17
8. What does it mean to confess Christ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 19
9. How does one accept Jesus as Lord? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21
10. How do we accept Jesus as our Savior?  . . . . . . . . . . . 23
11. What does it mean to be born again?  . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25
12. Is salvation by faith only? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27
13. What is baptism?  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29
14. Is baptism for the remission of sins? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 31
15. Is baptism necessary for salvation?  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33
16. At what point are our sins forgiven?  . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35
17. Will everyone be saved?  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 37
18. Did God predetermine who will be saved?  . . . . . . . . . 39
19. Once saved, can we ever be lost?  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 41
20. How can we know we are saved?  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43

In writing about these questions, I do not pretend to be an author-
ity. I am certainly not infallible, and my knowledge of the Scriptures is 
not perfect. However, I am glad to offer you, the reader, the results of 
my study so far. If you and I were sitting at the kitchen table discuss-
ing these matters with our Bibles open, I would be more than happy to 
hear the results of your study as well. In the end, it doesn’t matter who 
is right; it only matters what is right. Regardless of the adjustments ei-
ther of us might need to make, the Scriptures should be our authority.



Life requires us to make frequent mid-course corrections. I have 
had to make many, and some were quite painful (not to mention 
embarrassing). But if we’re not “correctable,” there’s no hope for us. 
So if we strive for “consistency,” it shouldn’t be the kind that comes 
from never changing our minds. The only consistency worth having is 
consistency in following our conscience. As our conscience grows and be-
comes better educated, it will move us to make changes. Some of those 
changes will not be appreciated by other people, perhaps not even by 
our dearest loved ones. But as Winston Churchill remarked, “The per-
son who never changes his mind never changes anything.” If we are 
known as people who follow our conscience — even when that makes us 
look “inconsistent” — that’s a very fine reputation to have.

I encourage you to look up the passages of Scripture that are cited 
in these articles and study them. Whatever help we may receive from 
other sources, the important thing is that we study the Scriptures. It is in 
God’s word that we will find the answers we need.

*  *  *  *  *

Whatever may be your reaction to these pages, I would be happy 
to hear from you. If I can help you personally, in any way at all, don’t 
hesitate to reach out. My contact information is on the copyright page 
and also the last page of the booklet. I would be happy to hear from 
you, even if it’s just to say hello.

If this booklet was given to you by another person, perhaps they 
shared their contact information with you. If they cared enough 
about spiritual matters to share this booklet, I am sure they would 
be happy to study the Bible with you.

I have a friend who is fond of saying that if we truly want to do 
what is right, God will see that we get the information we need. It is in 
that hope that I send these Twenty Questions out into the world. If these 
pages help you, I may never know about it, but that doesn’t matter. 
What matters is that the information was helpful to you — and as a 
result, you did what was right.

Gary Henry – AreYouaChristian.com
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How Does one Become a cHristian?

no one was ever a christian without becoming one. So “How 
does one become a Christian?” is a crucial question. Sadly, honest 

inquirers aren’t always given a good answer these days, and the result 
is that some may think they have “accepted” Jesus Christ when they 
have not actually done so.

All of us, this writer included, should be willing to reexamine our 
convictions in the light of the New Testament. No matter what we’ve 
believed in the past, the question should be: is our practice really consis-
tent with the Scriptures? We must be willing to do what Paul said when 
he exhorted the Corinthians: “Examine yourselves, to see whether you 
are in the faith. Test yourselves” (2 Corinthians 13:5).

So let’s “examine ourselves” in regard to how a person should 
respond to the gospel. What do the Scriptures teach?

Faith. Jesus said, “For God so loved the world, that he gave his 
only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have 
eternal life” (John 3:16). Few deny that faith is necessary, but it’s worth 
asking ourselves whether we really do believe what we say we believe. 
When the stakes are high and all that we love in this world is at risk, to 
what extent are we willing — really and truly — to trust God? Is there 
any sacrifice we wouldn’t make in order to put Him first in our lives?

Confession. Jesus taught that we must not only believe in Him 
privately in our hearts but also confess openly with our words what 
we believe about Him (Matthew 10:32,33), and Paul wrote, “If you con-
fess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that 
God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For with the heart 
one believes and is justified, and with the mouth one confesses and is 
saved” (Romans 10:9,10). To verbally acknowledge that we believe Jesus 
to be the Son of God is to make what Paul called “the good confession” 
(1 Timothy 6:12,13).

Repentance. Those who teach that we are saved by “faith only” 
have trouble with the question of repentance. Repentance (turning 
away from our sins) is an action that goes beyond faith (in fact, re-
pentance is an outgrowth of faith), so if salvation were by faith only, 
engaging in repentance would not be essential. However, the New 
Testament affirms that it is essential. Preaching in the city of Athens, 
Paul declared that God “commands all people everywhere to repent” 
(Acts 17:30). And during His own ministry, Jesus had said to some who 
thought they had no sins they needed to repent of, “No, I tell you; but 
unless you repent, you will all likewise perish” (Luke 13:3).

Baptism. If repentance from our sins is required, so is baptism 
for the forgiveness of those sins. Peter said it simply on the Day of 
Pentecost. When his hearers asked what they must do, he told them, 
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“Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ 
for the forgiveness of your sins” (Acts 2:38). What could be clearer? 
Until we have been baptized for the forgiveness of our sins, we are still 
unforgiven — we have not yet become Christians.

As we repent of our sins and confess our faith, we are taking 
steps in the direction of forgiveness, but it is not until we submit to the 
Lord’s command to be baptized that we are forgiven. That being true, it 
should not surprise us that Paul described those who were “in Christ” 
as having been baptized into that relationship with Him: “For as many 
of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ” (Galatians 
3:27). If we are “in Christ,” we’ve been baptized into Him.

In another place, Paul wrote, “Do you not know that all of us who 
have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We 
were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order that, 
just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we 
too might walk in newness of life” (Romans 6:3,4).

So baptism is as essential to our salvation as faith and repentance. 
Without baptism, we’re not yet “in Christ.” It’s the turning point in the 
process, the defining moment at which we pass from our unforgiven 
past to our forgiven future. And that’s why in the New Testament, we 
find people being baptized with a sense of urgency — even in “the 
same hour of the night” (Acts 16:33).

The teaching of the New Testament on this point is not hard to 
understand, but nowadays, it will take a bit of courage to stand up for 
that teaching and admit we believe it.

So let’s make it personal: what’s your answer to the question of how 
one becomes a Christian? Does your answer take into account all that the New 
Testament teaches on the subject?
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wHat must we Do to Be saveD?

in acts 16:30, the man in charGe of the prison where paul and 
silas were beinG held asked them, “sirs, what must i do to be 

saved?” Truly, no one ever asked a more important question.
Paul and Silas answered this question immediately by saying, 

“Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your house-
hold” (Acts 16:31). Some suppose this to mean that salvation in Christ 
is by “faith only,” and they are uncomfortable even talking about the 
need to “do” anything in order to be saved.

But let’s read the rest of this story: “And they spoke the word of 
the Lord to him and to all who were in his house. And he took them 
the same hour of the night and washed their wounds; and he was bap-
tized at once, he and all his family. Then he brought them up into his 
house and set food before them. And he rejoiced along with his entire 
household that he had believed in God” (Acts 16:32-34).

Having been told to believe in Christ, this man had to be taught 
what was involved in faith: “they spoke the word of the Lord to him.” 
And having been instructed in the matter of saving faith, “he was 
baptized at once, he and all his family.” Paul’s teaching of the word of 
Christ to this man resulted in his wanting to be baptized into Christ as 
soon as possible, even before the sun came up.

This sequence of events is exactly what we have in another story, 
where Philip encountered the court official from Ethiopia: “He told 
him the good news about Jesus. And as they were going along the 
road they came to some water, and the eunuch said, ‘See, here is water! 
What prevents me from being baptized?’ And he commanded the 
chariot to stop, and they both went down into the water, Philip and the 
eunuch, and he baptized him” (Acts 8:35-38).

In both cases, the gospel of Christ was presented to honest inquir-
ers, and in both cases, after the gospel was explained to them, the indi-
viduals wanted to be baptized right away. There is no way around the 
conclusion that baptism is the final, conclusive step that must be taken 
before one’s sins are forgiven by the grace of Christ.

It is also interesting that in both cases, the individuals “rejoiced” 
in their new-found salvation after they had been baptized for the 
remission of their sins (Acts 8:39; 16:34). Even more interesting, it was 
only after he had been baptized (Acts 16:34) that the Philippian jailer 
was said to have “believed.” And it was only after she had been bap-
tized that Lydia could say, “If you have judged me to be faithful to the 
Lord . . .” (Acts 16:15).

Make no mistake, faith is the active ingredient in baptism: “buried 
with him in baptism, in which you were also raised with him through 
faith in the powerful working of God, who raised him from the dead” 
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(Colossians 2:12). And repentance can’t be left out of the equation 
either: “And Peter said to them, ‘Repent and be baptized every one of 
you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and 
you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit’” (Acts 2:38).

But let’s understand that the question “What must I do to be saved?” 
has a scriptural answer, one that happens to involve doing some things. 
If we’re not willing to do the things commanded by the Lord, we need 
not expect that the gift of forgiveness will be bestowed.

When we accept the initial requirements of the gospel to con-
fess our faith (Romans 10:9,10), repent of our sins (Luke 13:3), and be 
baptized into Christ (Galatians 3:27), we begin a life of obedience to the 
gospel. Complying with those conditions gives us the hope of heaven, 
and places us into the realm of grace where God can begin to make us 
ready for a perfect relationship with Him in eternity.

Are you at the point where you are asking “What must I do to be 
saved?” If you are, then you’re ready to hear what the gospel teaches 
about receiving the forgiveness of your sins. In the New Testament, 
read the book of Acts and see the pattern of obedience clearly emerge. 
If you do what those people did, you will be just what they were: a 
faithful follower of Jesus Christ.



– 9 –

are tHere any conDitions to GoD’s Grace?

one of the most popular concepts in the reliGious world is 
“salvation by Grace.” Properly understood, the concept of God’s 

grace is one of the most important doctrines in the Bible. It means that 
the forgiveness of our sins is a gift. After rebelling against God by the 
sins we have committed, we do not deserve mercy. There is nothing 
we could do to earn back God’s favor. We are lost, and if we’re going 
to be rescued from our plight, God must graciously do for us what we 
cannot do for ourselves. Salvation by grace is forgiveness on the basis 
of God’s love — based on Christ’s sacrifice for us, God gives us a gift that we 
could never earn for ourselves.

Many biblical texts teach that this is the nature of salvation in 
Christ. One such text is Ephesians 2:8,9: “For by grace you have been 
saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of 
God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.”

But there is a problem here. Many people go beyond the biblical 
doctrine of salvation by grace and teach that God’s grace is completely 
unconditional: in other words, grace requires nothing that we must do 
to receive the gift. Those who believe in “unconditional grace” take 
this idea in two different directions:

(1) Some believe that, in the end, God will save everybody. If salva-
tion is a matter of unconditional grace on God’s part, why would He 
not want to save everybody? This is the doctrine of universalism.

(2) Others believe that, despite God’s grace, some are going to be 
lost. But if salvation is a matter of unconditional grace and some are 
lost, it must be God who decides who will receive His grace and who 
will not. This is the doctrine of predestination or sovereign grace.

But the Bible teaches neither universalism nor predestination 
(at least in the sense of unconditional predestination to salvation). 
It teaches that there are conditions attached to the reception of God’s grace. 
Some individuals will accept those conditions and receive God’s gift, 
but others will refuse those conditions and forfeit the gift they might 
have received.

On Pentecost in Acts 2, many responded to Peter’s sermon ur-
gently. “Now when they heard this they were cut to the heart, and 
said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, ‘Brothers, what shall we 
do?’” (Acts 2:37). If Peter had taken the modern approach, he would 
have said, “There is nothing you have to do; salvation is totally by 
grace.” But Peter did not say that. Emphasizing that the gospel must be 
obeyed, he said, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name 
of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (Acts 2:38).

Repentance and baptism certainly do not earn salvation for any-
one. They do not put God in our debt. They are not meritorious works 
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by which we justify ourselves. They are, however, conditions that must 
be met before God’s gift will be given. And that is why Peter could 
exhort his hearers to take action immediately to avoid being lost. “And 
with many other words he bore witness and continued to exhort them, 
saying, ‘Save yourselves from this crooked generation’” (Acts 2:40).

In the Old Testament, Naaman, a commander in the Syrian army, 
is a good example of how a gift may depend on action by the recipi-
ent. A leper, he had been sent to Elisha the prophet for healing. Elisha 
told him, “Go and wash in the Jordan seven times, and your flesh 
shall be restored, and you shall be clean” (2 Kings 5:10). Although 
reluctant, Naaman finally did what he was told, and when he did he 
was cleansed of his leprosy. No serious Bible student would say that 
he would have been healed if he had not done as Elisha instructed 
him. Yet washing in the Jordan River did not earn him freedom from 
leprosy, and there was nothing meritorious about his obedience. The 
gift was pure grace on God’s part — but Naaman would have died a leper if he 
had not complied with God’s instructions.

Similarly, repentance and baptism do not merit our salvation, but 
they are nevertheless conditions that God has attached to His gift. 
Peter could not have been clearer when he said that baptism is “for the 
forgiveness of your sins” (Acts 2:38). Who is bold enough to contradict 
the Scriptures and suggest that the gift may be given whether or not 
one does what God has commanded?

Contrary to what is often alleged, baptism is not a work of 
human righteousness — it is God’s work. Listen to what Paul wrote in 
Colossians 2:12: “having been buried with him in baptism, in which 
you were also raised with him through faith in the powerful working 
of God, who raised him from the dead.”

So is salvation in Christ by grace? Yes it is! Are there conditions 
that must be complied with to receive that grace? Yes there are! And 
these simple terms — applicable to every human being — separate 
those who have a truly obedient heart from those who do not.

If you believe that Jesus is who He claimed to be — the Son of God 
who died to make our salvation possible — and you are wondering 
what comes next, then consider the following texts:

”Repent therefore, and turn back, 
that your sins may be blotted out” (Acts 3:19).

”And now why do you wait? Rise and be baptized 
and wash away your sins, calling on his name” (Acts 22:16).

In baptism, we die with Christ (Romans 6:3) and we appeal to God for 
a good conscience (1 Peter 3:21). Is your conscience at peace because you 
know you’ve accepted God’s grace on His terms? If not, it’s urgent that 
you ask yourself, “Why not?”
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How Does one accePt GoD’s Grace?

unless we believe that everyone is GoinG to be saved, we must 
come to Grips with the fact that some are GoinG to be lost. 

And if some end up being lost, it’s important to ask what separates 
those who will be lost from those who will be saved. In other words, 
what are the conditions of salvation? What must we do to accept the gift 
that God has made available in Jesus Christ?

Some say that faith is necessary in order to receive the forgive-
ness of our sins, and this is certainly true. If we turn away from faith 
in Christ, we reject the salvation that He offers. Jesus said it plainly: 
“Unless you believe that I am he you will die in your sins” (John 8:24). 
And our faith must not be kept secret but be confessed and openly ac-
knowledged. Paul wrote, “If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is 
Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you 
will be saved. For with the heart one believes and is justified, and with 
the mouth one confesses and is saved” (Romans 10:9,10).

Others would add repentance as a condition of salvation, and this 
also is true to the Scriptures. It is our sins that have separated us from 
God, and unless we’re willing to turn away from those sins, we will 
remain under their condemnation. Peter urged one group of hear-
ers, “Repent therefore, and turn back, that your sins may be blotted 
out” (Acts 3:19). To another audience, he said that God “commands all 
people everywhere to repent” (Acts 17:30).

Still others say that baptism is a requirement, and once again, this 
is what the Scriptures teach. Outside of Christ, we are lost, and we are 
not “in Christ” unless we’ve been baptized into Him. “All of us who 
have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?” 
(Romans 6:3). “For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have 
put on Christ” (Galatians 3:27).

The third position (faith, repentance, and baptism) is the only 
one that does justice to the full, complete teaching of the Bible. Saul (later 
to be called Paul) is a good example of what happened when people 
were converted to Jesus Christ in the New Testament. He had been a 
believer, grieving for his sins, for three days when Ananias arrived 
and said, “And now why do you wait? Rise and be baptized and wash 
away your sins, calling on his name” (Acts 22:16). Saul’s sins were not 
washed away at the point of faith, and they were not washed away at 
the point of repentance. They were washed away when he — as a peni-
tent believer — obeyed the command to be baptized.

So God’s grace is not automatically applied to everybody. To the 
contrary, God’s grace has to be accepted — and those who accept it are 
those who choose to receive it on His terms. We must come humbly 
before God asking, “What must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30).
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Consider the following two points about faith and grace:
(1) Faith is the most basic element in our salvation, but Paul 

said that the aim of the gospel is to produce the “obedience of faith” 
(Romans 1:5; 16:26), and James said that “faith without works is dead” 
(James 2:17,26). In the gospel, faith and obedience work together.

(2) Grace is what saves us, but grace may be received “in vain” 
(1 Corinthians 15:10; 2 Corinthians 6:1). If we refuse the grace that God 
offers, or presume to receive it on anything other than His terms, God’s 
goodness will have been for nothing as far as we are concerned. We 
can’t imagine any greater tragedy, and it is heartbreaking to hear Jesus 
lamenting those in His day who had refused His grace: “How often 
would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her 
brood under her wings, and you were not willing!” (Matthew 23:37).

We may wish that grace were automatic or unconditional, but it’s 
hard to see how God could have made it so without taking away our 
freedom of will. As long as our wills are free, all God can do is invite 
us, exhort us, and urge us to accept His grace. He will not compel us 
to be saved against our will. It is, however, His fervent desire that we 
accept His salvation, and He awaits our decision with the loving heart 
of a Father (Luke 15:20).

So by God’s grace, our salvation has been made possible. The way 
back home has been opened up — and the decision now rests with us 
whether we will receive God’s gift or refuse it. It is time for us, as the old 
hymn said, to “trust and obey.”

“And now why do you wait? Rise and be baptized and wash away 
your sins, calling on his name” (Acts 22:16).
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wHat is tHe riGHteousness of faitH?

a clear distinction is made in the scriptures between two 
kinds of riGhteousness — the ”riGhteousness of law” and the 

”riGhteousness of faith.” Paul, for example, said that he had given up 
the privileges of his previous life “that I may gain Christ and be found 
in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, 
but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from 
God that depends on faith” (Philippians 3:8,9).

What is the difference between the two?
The righteousness of law would be the righteousness we would 

have before God if we had never sinned. Never having broken God’s 
law, we would be completely just in His sight. We would be pleasing to 
Him because we had never done anything to displease Him.

All of us old enough to know right from wrong will have to admit 
that we no longer qualify for this kind of righteousness. We know we 
have done things that were violations of our Creator’s will: we have 
committed deliberate sin and stand before God as those who have 
turned away from His will. As John wrote, “If we say we have no sin, 
we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us” (1 John 1:8).

The good news of the gospel, however, is that God has made an-
other kind of righteousness possible: the righteousness of faith. While 
we can never go back to being people who have never sinned (and 
having sinned, there is nothing we could do to work our way back 
into God’s favor), God is willing to accept us (consider us as righteous) 
based on our faith rather than the perfection of our obedience to Him.

In Genesis 15:6, it was said about Abraham that “he believed the 
lord, and he counted it to him as righteousness.” That text is quoted 
or alluded to four times in the New Testament as an illustration of 
how we may be righteous today through the gospel of Christ (Romans 
4:3-5,20-22; Galatians 3:6-9; James 2:23).

This is indeed good news because it allows us to be righteous 
before God based on something we can give Him: our faith. If our 
righteousness depended on sinless perfection, we would be hopelessly 
lost since we are no longer able to give such a life to Him. But faith is 
something we can give, and when we make the choice to be people of 
faith, we can have the confidence that God counts us as righteous in 
His sight. (Go back and look again at Philippians 3:8,9).

God can only make this wonderful offer to us because His Son 
has taken upon Himself the penalty for our sins, thereby satisfying the 
just demands of the law. Christ having died for us, God can consider 
us just without being unjust to His own law. Paul said it this way in 
Romans 3:26: “It was to show his righteousness at the present time, so 
that he might be just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.”
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But we need to be careful. Two serious misconceptions of the righ-
teousness of faith are prevalent in the world today:

(1) The fact that God is willing to accept our faith as the basis of our 
justification does not mean that obedience is not necessary. As people of 
faith, we will obey God to the very best of our ability. If we do not, we 
are not people of faith. But while our works are not sufficient to save us, 
it is still true, as James said, that “faith apart from works is dead” (James 
2:17,26). When we are baptized into Christ, we “die” to sin, and Paul 
asked, “How can we who died to sin still live in it?” (Romans 6:2).

(2) The righteousness of faith does not mean that repentance and 
baptism are not necessary as preconditions to the forgiveness of our sins. It is 
only “in Christ” that God will accept our faith as our righteousness, 
and baptism is the door through which we enter this relationship with 
God. Paul said, “For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have 
put on Christ” (Galatians 3:27). And when the hearers on Pentecost 
asked what they needed to do, Peter told them, “Repent and be bap-
tized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness 
of your sins” (Acts 2:38).

Clearly then, the faith that God will accept as our righteousness 
is a far cry from the mere “belief” that some people consider to be 
faith. The faith that can save us is the kind of faith that Abraham had: 
deep-down, active trust in God — the kind that unhesitatingly obeys 
God, even if obedience is difficult and requires great sacrifice. “You 
see that faith was active along with [Abraham’s] works, and faith was 
completed by his works; and the Scripture was fulfilled that says, 
‘Abraham believed God, and it was counted to him as righteousness’ 
— and he was called a friend of God” (James 2:22,23).

Wouldn’t you like to lay down the burden of a past that you can 
never undo no matter how hard you try? Wouldn’t you like to enjoy a 
forgiveness, a peace, and a righteousness based on something within 
your reach, something that is possible rather than impossible?

If so, then hear the invitation of the gospel to believe that Jesus 
is the Christ (John 8:24), confess your faith in the hearing of others 
(Romans 10:9,10), repent of the sins that have separated you from God 
(Acts 3:19), and be baptized for the forgiveness of those sins (Acts 2:38).

Doing these things will put your feet on the path of faith. You 
will live a life you’ve never lived before: a life of genuine trust in God, 
where you allow Him to lead the way. And as a Christian, you will 
look forward to the ultimate goal of faith, which is a perfect, joyous 
relationship with God in eternity: “Though you have not seen him, 
you love him. Though you do not now see him, you believe in him and 
rejoice with joy that is inexpressible and filled with glory, obtaining the 
outcome of your faith, the salvation of your souls” (1 Peter 1:8,9).
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wHat is tHe oBeDience of faitH?

in the new testament, the idea of “obedience” is clearly impor-
tant. Jesus said, “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” (Matthew 7:21). And faith, that critical ele-
ment in the “righteousness of faith,” is always presented as an active 
response to God rather than mere belief. “For as the body apart from 
the spirit is dead, so also faith apart from works is dead” (James 2:26).

In Romans 1:5 (and also 16:26), Paul wrote that the preaching of 
the gospel of Christ was “to bring about the obedience of faith.” What 
would obedience be if it was “of faith,” and how would that be dif-
ferent from any other kind of obedience?

To start with, we should note that some translations of Romans 1:5 
and 16:26 render the phrase “obedience TO the faith.” If this is the cor-
rect rendering, the thought is certainly consistent with the teaching of 
the New Testament. The gospel, or “the faith,” must be responded to; it 
must be obeyed (Romans 10:15,16). So, for example, we hear in Acts 6:7 
that “a great many of the priests became obedient to the faith.”

But most translations present Romans 1:5 as the ESV does: “the 
obedience OF faith.” Taking it this way, the idea is that our obedience 
has faith as its source. In other words, what God desires from us is not a 
mechanical or ritualistic obedience, much less a grudging obedience or 
one that is hypocritical. The obedience of faith is a submission to God’s 
will that springs from faith in God Himself. We follow God’s instructions 
because we trust Him.

If we wish our response to the gospel to be a right response, it 
must take into account the vital connection between faith and obedience. 
Neither of these without the other is what God desires. Our faith must 
show up in obedience or it is not saving faith (Luke 6:46), and if our 
obedience is not “of faith,” it is not pleasing to God either (Hebrews 
11:6). Faith without obedience is useless, but so is obedience without 
faith. What’s in our hearts and what’s in our actions must match up.

The “obedience of faith” is a powerful expression in the New 
Testament. In contrast to much that is preached today, the obedience of 
faith is different in two directions. On the one hand, it is different from 
the “faith only” doctrine, which teaches that our response to the gospel 
doesn’t require any obedience at all. But on the other hand, it is differ-
ent from the view of those who suppose that as long as one does what 
God says, it doesn’t matter why one does it. In the Scriptures, what 
God wants is not just faith but the OBEDIENCE of faith — and what 
He wants is not just obedience but the obedience OF FAITH.

The “faith” required by the gospel is more than merely agreeing to 
the truth that Jesus is the Son of God. Believing this truth is certainly 



– 16 –

required (John 8:24; Romans 10:9,10; etc.), and we must not only believe 
it but be honest enough to confess it (John 12:42,43). Yet the faith that 
produces the “obedience of faith” goes deeper than the intellectual ac-
ceptance of the facts. It involves trust as well as belief.

In 2 Timothy 1:12, notice how Paul expressed his faith. After allud-
ing to his persecutions and the prospect of being put to death by the 
Roman government, he said, “But I am not ashamed, for I know whom 
I have believed, and I am convinced that he is able to guard until that 
day what has been entrusted to me” (2 Timothy 1:12). Paul certainly 
accepted the truths of the Christian faith, but he also trusted the God 
those truths were about. “I know whom I have believed,” he said.

James Dobson colorfully distinguished trust from mere belief 
when he said, “Faith in God is like believing a man can walk over 
Niagara Falls on a tightrope while pushing a wheelbarrow. Trust in 
God is like getting into the wheelbarrow.” This courageous willing-
ness to “get in the wheelbarrow” is what produces the “obedience of 
faith,” and it is at the very heart of the gospel of Jesus Christ.

In the Scriptures, Abraham is a good example of how genuine 
trust in God results in obedience. “By faith Abraham obeyed when he 
was called to go out to a place that he was to receive as an inheritance. 
And he went out, not knowing where he was going” (Hebrews 11:8). 
Like all the other examples of faith in Hebrews 11, Abraham’s actions 
were based on a confidence that God can always be trusted, even when 
from a human standpoint there seems to be no way God’s promises 
can come to pass. Unlike mere belief, trust is willing to take risks.

Life frequently confronts us with situations that test our trust in 
God. It is in those circumstances that we often find out whether our 
faith is anything more than mere belief. Despite our motto “In God 
We Trust,” we often don’t trust Him very much, at least not when it 
really counts. So I recommend to you the definition of trust in God that 
I heard from Adam Litner, a friend of mine: “unwavering belief that 
God’s way is always the right way, without exception . . . and that our 
lives will always be best lived when lived for His glory.”

Where are you in regard to God’s plan of salvation in Jesus Christ? 
(1) Do you believe the truth about Jesus enough to trust Him?
(2) Would you have the courage to confess your faith openly?
(3) Do you trust God enough to repent of your sins and turn away 

from the sinful habits that have been your security?
(4) And are you willing to be baptized into Christ? Baptism is an 

act of trust, a placing of our faith in the promise of God to save us. It is 
in baptism that we are “raised with him through faith in the powerful 
working of God, who raised him from the dead” (Colossians 2:12).

These are the initial steps by which we begin living in obedience 
to the gospel — giving to God the obedience of our faith.
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is Jesus cHrist tHe only way to salvation?

Jesus’ claims about his identity and mission were bold. When He 
said, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the 

Father but through Me” (John 14:6 NASB), He was making an asser-
tion that may be hard to accept, but His meaning was unmistakable: He 
meant that He was the only possible path back to God, the one means 
designed by God to provide salvation for all mankind.

John the Baptist: “Behold [Jesus], the Lamb of God, who takes 
away the sin of the world” (John 1:29).

Jesus: “I told you that you would die in your sins, for unless you 
believe that I am he you will die in your sins” (John 8:24).

Jesus: “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, 
though he die, yet shall he live” (John 11:25).

Peter: “This Jesus is the stone that was rejected by you, the build-
ers, which has become the cornerstone. And there is salvation in no 
one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by 
which we must be saved” (Acts 4:11,12).

Paul: “For there is one God, and there is one mediator between 
God and men, the man Christ Jesus” (1 Timothy 2:5).

As we said, these statements may difficult for us to hear, especially 
in today’s social environment. But what shall we do? One approach 
would be to water down Jesus’ claim and reinterpret it in a way that is 
more acceptable to modern sensibilities. However this is not a respon-
sible way to handle an ancient text, whether it is the New Testament 
or any other document. Even if we disagree with ancient writers, they 
should be allowed to say what they said. A better approach would be 
to simply ask: are Jesus’ statements true? It may be that, despite our 
negative knee-jerk reaction, this is still (1) what Jesus actually taught, 
and (2) the evidence supports the fact that His teachings are true. If 
what Jesus said is correct, it needs to be accepted and acted upon.

Granted, we should take a stand for that truth without being hypo-
critical, self-righteous, or judgmental. And if we accept the gospel of 
Christ, our attitude toward those who have not yet accepted it should 
be one of compassion and humility rather than condescension.

That said, however, we must not evade the force of what the 
gospel teaches. There is no way around the exclusiveness of the idea 
that Jesus is “the way, and the truth, and the life.” If true, the gospel re-
quires us to discard the familiar image of God as a mountain summit 
that can be reached by any path one chooses to climb.

But I want to suggest a line of thought that may help with some of 
our misunderstandings about the idea of God providing just one way.

Think carefully about the difference it makes which view we take 
about how mankind needs to be “saved.”
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(1) Social improvement. If we think mankind’s worst problems are 
things like social injustice, crime, poverty, and health disparities, there 
might be room for discussion as to the most expedient way to improve 
the world. “Making the world a better place” is certainly a project in 
which all religions can play a role, and it would be a waste of time to 
debate which one is the most effective. If we envision “God” merely in 
terms of a worldly utopia or temporal paradise, any religion that ad-
vanced the cause of social justice would be helpful to some extent.

(2) Health and wellness. Many people are interested in religion 
for its therapeutic value; they want its help in overcoming their stress 
and unhappiness, so they can feel better and live longer. And here 
again, almost any religion, if taken seriously and devoutly, can lend a 
helping hand (just ask Alcoholics Anonymous). If you think your re-
ligion is the only one that can help overcome these kinds of problems, 
the statisticians and social researchers will quickly prove you wrong.

(3) Moral instruction. This is the third reason why many are 
interested in religion. They believe religion’s primary role is to reveal 
the right way to live. But frankly, most of the major religions agree on 
the core principles of morality. They vary slightly, but if there was no 
higher purpose for religion than moral instruction, one might argue 
that all of the religions contribute something of value.

*  *  *  *  *

However, what if the main purpose of religion is not social im-
provement, health and wellness, or moral instruction? What if the thing 
we need to be saved from is sin and its eternal consequences? That would 
radically change the question of whether there are many paths to God.

To be sure, the teachings of Jesus will improve social conditions,  
and they are conducive people’s emotional and physical health. As 
far as morality is concerned, Jesus’ teaching was consistent with what 
thoughtful human beings have known about right conduct since the 
beginning of time. He did not claim to introduce a moral standard that 
was new or unique. Instead, He called people back to the standard the 
human race started out with in “the beginning” (Matthew 19:8).

Our problem is that we’ve violated the standard — and we’re cut 
off from God as a result. Christ claimed that His sacrifice was the only 
way we could be cured of the cancer that was our real problem: sin.

If God is the God described in the Scriptures and Jesus is His Son, 
God alone has the right to say how we can be reconciled to Him. A par-
tial (or merely “helpful”) solution will not do. Either the solution comes 
down from God and saves us in eternity or it does not save us at all. In 
the busy religious marketplace, Jesus did not set up a booth where He 
hawked a new plan for a nicer life. What He did was die for our sins.
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wHat Does it mean to confess cHrist?

in the new testament, we are tauGht that a person’s faith in 
christ must be “confessed.” What does this mean?

The central fact of the gospel is that Jesus is “the Christ, the Son 
of the living God” (Matthew 16:16). In addition to believing it in 
our hearts, we must acknowledge this truth in the presence of other 
people: “If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe 
in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. 
For with the heart one believes and is justified, and with the mouth one 
confesses and is saved” (Romans 10:9,10). To confess our faith, then, is 
to say in the hearing of others that we believe Jesus is the Son of God. 
If it is a “crime” to be one of those who believe, we “plead guilty” and 
do not hide the truth about who Jesus was.

The confession one makes at his baptism is not a one-time act, 
however; it is the beginning of a lifetime of confessing Him. For the 
rest of his life, the Christian will fly his colors openly, not hiding his 
identity as one of Christ’s people. If we are too cowardly to confess our 
faith, Jesus was clear about the consequences: “Everyone who acknowl-
edges me before men, I also will acknowledge before my Father who is 
in heaven, but whoever denies me before men, I also will deny before 
my Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 10:32,33).

But while the remainder of the Christian’s life is to be a confes-
sion of Christ, it is still true that an initial confession of faith must be 
made in becoming a Christian. Going back to Romans 10:9,10, Paul is 
talking in that passage about what happens when a person first obeys 
the gospel. Both faith (in the heart) and confession (with the mouth) 
are said to be things that are prior to the reception of salvation (read 
the passage again carefully). They move a person in that direction, but 
it is only in baptism that a person crosses the line from condemnation 
to salvation (Romans 6:4-6). In the account of Paul’s own conversion, 
Ananias said to him, “And now why do you wait? Rise and be bap-
tized and wash away your sins, calling on his name” (Acts 22:16).

Nowadays, the importance of a person’s confession prior to bap-
tism is not emphasized very much. Often the act is hurried through, 
almost as a formality. Perhaps we’re in a hurry to get the person bap-
tized, but for whatever reason, we neglect to impress upon the can-
didate for baptism the importance of what they are doing when they 
confess, “I believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.”

Those words, spoken in the hearing of witnesses, put us on record 
as being one of the believers — one who has pledged never to renounce 
or betray the faith. By our confession, we make a public promise of alle-
giance — a commitment — to Christ for the rest of our lives. That’s a seri-
ous promise. Indeed, it’s the most serious promise a person can make.
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In the days when the New Testament was written, Christians were 
sometimes tortured and put to death. So in localities where being a 
Christian was dangerous, it would have been tempting to be a “secret” 
believer. But the command to confess one’s faith meant that Christ was 
to be openly acknowledged. He was to be confessed no less when it was 
dangerous than when it was safe.

When Jesus was on trial for His life, Pilate asked Him if He was 
the king of the Jews. In the deadly tension of that moment, most of us 
would have tried to soften the truth, if not deny it altogether. But Jesus 
did not conceal His identity; He confessed it — and by the death that 
resulted from that confession, our salvation was made possible. No 
wonder Paul described Jesus’ confession before Pilate, and also our 
own, as the “good confession” (1 Timothy 6:12,13). No more beautiful 
words ever fell from anyone’s lips than those which acknowledge the 
truth about Jesus Christ.

It is possible, of course, to confess Christ verbally and not have any 
real faith in Christ or obedience to Him. In cultures where it is safe (and 
maybe even popular) to be a Christian, many people say one thing but 
do something else, proclaiming themselves to be Christians but not 
living like it in their private lives. This is what we mean by nominal (“in 
name only”) Christians. Jesus anticipated this problem when He said, 
“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” 
(Matthew 7:21). And He asked, “Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and 
not do what I tell you?” (Luke 6:46). So if we confess Christ, we had bet-
ter make sure that our deeds are in harmony with that confession.

Life is hard, and even for those who are serious about their faith, 
it’s a challenge to keep living consistently with our confession, year 
after year. The struggle can wear us down. So the writer of Hebrews 
encouraged his readers to keep going, regardless of the difficulty. To 
give up would be to renounce what they confessed when they became 
Christians. He wrote, “Since then we have a great high priest who has 
passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our 
confession” (4:14), and “let us hold fast the confession of our hope with-
out wavering, for he who promised is faithful” (10:23).

So if you are thinking of becoming a Christian, consider that obey-
ing the gospel will involve believing the truth about Christ, confessing 
it in the presence of witnesses, and holding fast to it as long as you 
live. If, as I believe, the good things in life come from making commit-
ments, the greatest commitment of all — the one we make in becoming 
a Christian — will carry with it the greatest of blessing of all.

I hope you won’t be afraid to confess Christ . . . and keep on con-
fessing Him as long as you live.
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How Does one accePt Jesus as lorD?

few words are more fundamental to the Gospel of christ than 
the word lord. In fact, “one who has accepted the lordship of 

Christ” wouldn’t be a bad definition of what it means to be a Christian. 
But how does one do this? Does it mean simply saying the words “I ac-
cept Jesus as my Lord”?

It is true that the gospel requires us to acknowledge our faith 
verbally, as we saw in the previous article on “confessing” Christ. Prior 
to being baptized, we must confess with our mouth what we believe in 
our heart (Romans 10:9,10). But the same thing is true of “accepting” 
Christ that is true of “confessing” Him: words alone are not enough. The 
words must be a true reflection of what is really going on in our lives. 
If not, both the “confession” and the “acceptance” are hypocritical. So 
Paul wrote, “You have accepted Christ Jesus as your Lord. Now keep 
on following him” (Colossians 2:6 CEV). In other words, if you’ve ac-
cepted Christ, show by the way you live that you’ve accepted Him.

In the days of the New Testament, the word lord was a token of 
respect. In common usage, it was a polite term, similar to our word sir. 
But in more serious contexts, it had to do with authority. A “lord” was 
one with the authority to command the obedience of those under him.

In the Scriptures, however, lordship has a more far-reaching 
meaning. Before His ascension back to heaven, Jesus made an astonish-
ing claim of ultimate lordship: “All authority in heaven and on earth 
has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And 
behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:18-20).

As I say, this was an astonishing claim. Such a thing could never 
have been true if He were not God, the Creator of the universe. But 
that is precisely who Jesus was: God, who had come into the world 
as a human being in order to die for our sins and make our salvation 
possible (John 1:1-3,14,18; 5:18; etc.). And it was only after Jesus’ resur-
rection — clearly proving Him to be who He claimed to be — that 
He made this claim of all-encompassing lordship and sovereignty. 
Consequently, He is not just a lord among men; He is the “King of 
kings and Lord of lords” (Revelation 19:16). Having created us, there is 
nothing about us that He doesn’t have the right to regulate. Our every 
thought, word, and deed should be under His direction.

But that is the very problem of sin, is it not? We were created by 
God, but we have rebelled against His lordship, choosing to set up our 
own “kingdom” and do our own will. At one time or another, every 
one of us has deliberately rejected God’s authority and said, “I will not 
do Your will. I will do as I please.” That’s exactly what sin is.
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Obviously, if the problem of sin is to be overcome, this rebellion 
must be reversed. It will not be enough for God to simply overlook our 
attitude; we will have to repent of our self-will, turn around, and com-
mit ourselves to obeying God once again. In other words, we will have 
to “accept Him as our Lord.” He has always had the right to be our 
Lord, but in obeying the gospel, we yield to that lordship, letting Him 
be the Lord He always would have been had we never rebelled.

To “accept Christ as our Lord,” then, means making this com-
mitment. It means laying down our rebellion and coming back to the 
rightful King, apologizing for having defected to the enemy and ac-
cepting His help in learning how to live under His rule once more.

At what point, then, can we say we’ve “accepted” Christ? Is it at 
the point of faith? Repentance? Confession of our faith? No, while each 
of these is important, it is only when we arise from the waters of bap-
tism can it be said that we’ve “put on Christ” (Galatians 3:27), accept-
ing Him as our Lord. Having been “baptized into his death” (Romans 
6:3), we’re truly ready to “walk in newness of life” (v.4).

When we’ve accepted the lordship of Christ, every area of our life 
is to be yielded to His government, not just the “religious” part. There 
will be no room in the “house” of our heart that is off-limits to Him; 
we will have given Him permission to govern the most secret of our 
thoughts and motives, as well as our outward words and deeds.

The apostle Peter wrote to his brethren, “Sanctify Christ as Lord 
in your hearts” (1 Peter 3:15 NASB). The CEV paraphrases it this way: 
“Honor Christ and let him be the Lord of your life.” The idea is that 
the Christian, having turned away from his previous rebellion and ac-
cepted Christ’s lordship, now yields himself to Christ’s will exclusively. 
Christ is “set apart” as the sole director of his life.

In a predominantly “Christian” nation, many will say they’ve ac-
cepted Christ when they haven’t really done so. To them, Jesus would 
say, as He said two thousand years ago, “Why do you call Me ‘Lord, 
Lord,’ and not do the things which I say?” (Luke 6:46). Paul put in 
plainly when he wrote, “If you present yourselves to anyone as obe-
dient slaves, you are slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin, 
which leads to death, or of obedience, which leads to righteousness?” 
(Romans 6:16 ESV). So whose lordship have we accepted, really and 
truly? It’s the one whom we obey.

Here, then, is a point to ponder: if we claim to have accepted Christ 
but we deny that we must be baptized to be forgiven of our sins, have 
we not flunked the test of yielding to His authority right at the start? 
How can we talk of “accepting Christ as Lord” if, right off the bat, we 
quibble at the necessity of doing what His gospel commands (Acts 2:38; 
22:16)? Are we serious about His lordship or not?
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How Do we accePt Jesus as our savior?

it is common to hear people speak of “acceptinG christ.” Perhaps 
you have had someone ask whether you’ve “accepted Christ as your 

personal Savior.” Rightly understood, these are biblical concepts. But 
as is often true when ideas pass into the popular culture, the original 
idea of accepting Christ is quite different from the popular one.

If you wanted to accept Jesus as your Savior and you wanted to do 
that as people did in the New Testament, what would you do?

First, we should understand that Jesus must, indeed, be accepted. 
Those who do not accept Him will not receive the blessings of His 
salvation. The decision of anyone to reject Jesus’ salvation is griev-
ous to Him, of course, but it is a real possibility nevertheless. Hear 
Jesus, for example, lamenting Jerusalem’s rejection Him: “O Jerusalem, 
Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are 
sent to it! How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen 
gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing! See, your 
house is left to you desolate” (Matthew 23:37,38).

What this tells us is that accepting salvation is not a passive mat-
ter. It is not as though our salvation has been provided by God (unilat-
erally and unconditionally) and all we have to do is become aware that 
we’ve been saved. That certainly was not the case with Jerusalem in 
the text we just looked at, and it’s not true in our case today. Whatever 
response God is looking for, if we don’t respond accordingly, we will 
not have accepted Jesus as our Savior. 

Some teach that the only response necessary is simply to acknowl-
edge God’s salvation, perhaps by saying a receptive and grateful prayer. 
But again, this is not consistent with the New Testament record. Saul 
of Tarsus, for example, had been a believer in Christ for three days, 
apparently seeking the forgiveness of his sins quite penitently, before 
Ananias, a Christian in Damascus, was sent by God to tell him: “And 
now why do you wait? Rise and be baptized and wash away your sins, 
calling on his name” (Act 22:16). It is obvious that until Saul had done 
what needed to be done to wash away his sins, he had not accepted 
Jesus as His Savior. He was moving in that direction, but until he was 
baptized into Christ, Christ was yet not his Savior.

None of this contradicts the fact that our salvation is by God’s 
grace. While baptism is something we must do to accept Christ, it does 
not earn our salvation. To the contrary, when we make that response 
to the gospel, based on our trust in God’s promise of forgiveness, the 
resulting salvation is something that occurs “through faith in the pow-
erful working of God” (Colossians 2:12) and not by our own power.

By our own efforts, we cannot work our way out of the lost condi-
tion in which our sins have landed us. “For while we were still helpless, 
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at the right time Christ died for the ungodly” (Romans 5:6 NASB). But 
if God has required a certain response from us before His Son can be 
our Savior, humility on our part will yield to His will in the matter.

Think for a moment about God’s sending of Moses to lead the 
people of Israel out of their Egyptian slavery. In a sense, Moses was 
sent to “save” them, and as you may remember, Moses was worried 
whether they would agree to his being their savior (Exodus 4:1). And 
just as Moses feared, they did resist his leadership. But finally, they 
agreed to follow him out into the desert, and their “salvation” required 
a good deal more on their part than the passive acceptance of God’s 
saving love for them. Had they not done some things which God com-
manded them to do, it could not have been said that they “accepted” 
Moses as their deliverer.

Today, we need to be saved from sin much more than Israel 
needed saving from slavery. Will we “accept” the Savior sent to deliver 
us? And if we agree to accept Him, will we insist that nothing more is 
required than passively acknowledging the grace of God?

The New Testament speaks of baptism as the act in which we die 
with Christ: “Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized 
into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?” (Romans 6:3). It is also 
the act in which we “put on” Christ: “For as many of you as were bap-
tized into Christ have put on Christ” (Galatians 3:27). These two texts 
emphasize the fundamental change that takes place when a person, 
at the Lord’s command, is immersed in water for the remission of his 
sins. Other things are involved in our response to the gospel (belief 
in the truth about Christ, a rejection of our past sins, and the verbal 
confession of our faith), but these things point in the direction of the 
salvation we “accept” when we are baptized. Until we have turned 
that decisive corner, it cannot be said that we’ve “accepted Jesus as our 
Savior,” at least not scripturally.

But I hope these ideas are not just abstract theory to you; I hope 
they are very real and personal. If you have not obeyed the gospel of 
Christ — and thereby accepted Him as your Savior — my prayer is that 
you will do so. And when you have done so, I hope you’ll live until 
you die as one who has accepted Christ, in your deeds as well as your 
words, keeping in mind Paul’s admonition: “As you received Christ 
Jesus the Lord, so walk in him” (Colossians 2:6).
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wHat Does it mean to Be Born aGain?

like many of the other topics we’ve discussed, the “new birth” 
is often misunderstood. It is popularly believed that “born-again” 

Christians are those who have had a spiritual experience, an inner 
transformation, which their more formalistic brethren have not had.

In the New Testament, however, we find that being born again is 
an experience common to all who are in the kingdom of God. The new 
birth is one of the illustrations used to describe what happens when 
when anyone obeys the gospel of Christ. To be sure, some Christians 
are not very far down the road to maturity. In fact, the thinking of 
some is so immature, it scarcely differs from how they thought before 
they obeyed the gospel (1 Corinthians 3:1-3). But all true Christians, 
the less as well as the more mature, have been born again.

(1) John 3:3,6-8. When Nicodemus, a leading Pharisee, came by 
night to talk to Jesus, Jesus said to him, “Truly, truly, I say to you, un-
less one is born again he cannot see the kingdom of God” (v.3). And 
when Nicodemus indicated that he didn’t see how anyone could be 
born a second time, Jesus said, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is 
born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. That which 
is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. 
Do not marvel that I said to you, ‘You must be born again.’ The wind 
blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not know 
where it comes from or where it goes. So it is with everyone who is 
born of the Spirit” (vv.5-8). According to Jesus, then, a person “can-
not enter the kingdom of God” without being “born of water and the 
Spirit.” All of those in the kingdom have been reborn in this way.

(2) 1 Peter 1:3,22,23. As he began to describe the wonderful hope 
enjoyed by those who are in Christ, Peter wrote, “Blessed be the God 
and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, he 
has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of 
Jesus Christ from the dead” (v.3). A few verses later, he wrote, “Having 
purified your souls by your obedience to the truth for a sincere broth-
erly love, love one another earnestly from a pure heart, since you have 
been born again, not of perishable seed but of imperishable, through the 
living and abiding word of God” (vv.22,23). These Christians had all been 
born again “through the living and abiding word of God.” 

(3) 1 John 4:21-5:1. In this text, John was exhorting his fellow 
Christians to love one another, and he used the analogy of a family in 
which the siblings love one another. “And this commandment we have 
from him: whoever loves God must also love his brother. Everyone 
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who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of God, and every-
one who loves the Father loves whoever has been born of him.” In the 
spiritual family of God, all of the siblings  have the same Father. They 
have all been “born of God.” And if they love the Father who begot 
them, they must love all whom He has begotten: “everyone who loves 
the Father loves whoever has been born of him.” John was speaking of 
all Christians when he depicted them as having been born of God.

These three texts, then, describe not just some but all who have 
obeyed the gospel of Christ. (1) They are in the kingdom of God, a 
relationship to God they could not enjoy without being “born again,” as 
Jesus taught in John 3:3. (2) God has caused them “to be born again to a 
living hope,” as Peter wrote in 1 Peter 1:3. (3) And Christians must love 
all their brothers and sisters in the family of God, a family comprised 
of people “born of God,” as John wrote in 1 John 5:1. These texts do not 
refer to a special group of Christians; they describe all who are in Christ.

When we consider the radical difference between life outside of 
Christ and life in Him, it is no surprise that turning from the former 
to the latter is described in terms of being “reborn.” To obey the gospel 
of  Christ, receive the eternal hope that comes from the forgiveness of 
our sins, and begin living under the benevolent rule of our true King 
is to die and come back to life as a new person. Paul described his own 
conversion to Christ this way: “I have been crucified with Christ. It is 
no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live 
in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 
himself for me” (Galatians 2:20).

Having become Christians, do we always live consistently with 
our new birth? No, we do not, and if it weren’t for the grace that is 
ours in Christ, we would have no hope of eternal life (1 John 1:7-9). But 
the rebirth is real — and one good way of talking about the challenge 
before us when we become Christians is to say that we must now learn 
to live like the new people we have become. It’s a gradual (and sometimes 
painful) process — but empowered by the hope which is at the heart of 
the gospel, we gladly submit to the process.

So I urge you, open the Scriptures and read 1 Peter 1:3-12 several 
times, slowly and honestly. And ask yourself, am I among those who 
have this hope because I have been “born again” (v.3)? If you have 
not been baptized into Christ’s death (Romans 6:3,4; Galatians 3:27; 
Colossians 2:12), don’t your opportunity go to waste. You can’t go back 
and be born again physically, but you can, as Jesus said, be “born of 
water and the Spirit” (John 3:5) and enter the kingdom of God.
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is salvation By faitH only?

one of the most prevalent misconceptions about the Gospel is 
that nothinG more than faith is required in order for our 

sins to be forGiven. We readily admit the importance of faith; indeed, 
it is at the heart of the response called for by the gospel. But is all that 
is involved? Let’s consider this within two contexts, both of which are 
extremely important:

(1) Becoming a Christian. In our initial response to Christ, as we 
seek to move from condemnation to salvation, is faith the only thing 
required? Faith is surely the “motive” or “engine” that will move us to 
do whatever God requires — but what exactly is required?

In the account of the Philippian jailer’s obedience in Acts 16:25-
34, when he asked Paul and Silas, “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?” 
(v.30), they said, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be 
saved, you and your household” (v.31). Some would cite this as evi-
dence of “faith only,” but think carefully about the rest of the passage.

Having told the man that he must believe, Paul and Silas then 
instructed him in the content of that belief: “they spoke the word of the 
Lord to him and to all who were in his house” (v.32). And the result, 
in v.33, was that “he took them the same hour of the night and washed 
their stripes. And immediately he and all his family were baptized” 
(v.33). It was only after he had been baptized into Christ that “he re-
joiced, having believed in God with all his household.” This is consis-
tent with the Ethiopian nobleman’s conversion in 8:26-40, where, after 
being baptized, “he went on his way rejoicing” (v.39).

The parallel between the jailer’s conversion and that of Lydia in 
the same chapter (vv.11-15) is striking. In v.15, we read that “when she 
and her household were baptized, she begged us, saying, ‘If you have 
judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come to my house and stay’” 
(v.15). In both cases, it was only after the individuals had been baptized 
that they rejoiced (vv.15,33,34). Having been baptized, Lydia could, at 
that point, truly say, “If you have judged me to be faithful . . .”

In the case of the Philippian jailer, to whom Paul said, “Believe 
on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved” (16:31), would Paul 
have taught this man anything less than he had been taught when he 
was converted? Paul (named Saul at the time) had been a believer for 
three days in Damascus, praying and fasting, when he was instructed 
by a Christian in that city, “Arise and be baptized, and wash away your 
sins, calling on the name of the Lord” (22:16). Surely Paul would have 
taught the same thing to the Philippian jailer and his family.

(2) After becoming a Christian. Having obeyed the gospel ini-
tially, will it be enough for us from that point onward simply to believe 
the truth and trust that God will save us? No, the Scriptures teach that 
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if our faith doesn’t produce obedience to God, it will not save us. Faith is 
the prime motive in our response to God’s salvation (Romans 1:16,17; 
Galatians 3:7-9; Philippians 3:8,9; etc.), but obedience is still necessary. 
In fact, Hebrews 11, which is one of the greatest chapters on faith in the 
Bible, consists entirely of a list of people who did things based on their 
faith. (Would Noah’s faith have kept him from drowning if he hadn’t 
built the ark?) Today, just as faith moves us to repent and be baptized 
(Acts 2:38), it also moves us to obey God in our daily lives after our bap-
tism. Having begun by trusting God enough to obey Him in baptism, 
the Christian will continue to “walk by faith” (2 Corinthians 5:17).

James made it clear that faith alone is not sufficient in the 
Christian’s life: “So also faith by itself, if it does not have works, is 
dead. But someone will say, “You have faith and I have works.” Show 
me your faith apart from your works, and I will show you my faith by 
my works. You believe that God is one; you do well. Even the demons 
believe—and shudder! Do you want to be shown, you foolish person, 
that faith apart from works is useless? . . . You see that a person is 
justified by works and not by faith alone . . . For as the body apart from 
the spirit is dead, so also faith apart from works is dead” (James 2:17-
20,24,26). But what James says about the Christian’s life is not surpris-
ing, is it? The Christian will have learned right from the start, when he 
accepted the requirement to be baptized for the remission of his sins, 
that more is involved in salvation than merely believing.

Jesus, of course, emphasized repeatedly that those who accept His 
lordship must obey Him:

“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the king-
dom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in 
heaven” (Matthew 7:21).

“Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and not do what I tell you?” 
(Luke 6:46).

“Whoever has my commandments and keeps them, he it is who 
loves me” (John 14:21).

When we stop to think about it, this all makes perfect sense. The 
thing that got us into trouble was turning our will away from God. 
The main part of our problem, then, is our disobedient attitude — and 
if the problem is going to be fixed, our will must be turned back in God’s 
direction. This process of relearning starts with submitting to the initial 
requirements of the gospel, including baptism, but it certainly doesn’t 
end there. In Christ, we must learn to relate to God in a better way: a 
way of life based on the “obedience of faith” (Romans 1:5; 16:26). In the 
words of the old hymn, we must learn to “Trust and Obey.”
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wHat is BaPtism?

one of the most widespread misconceptions about baptism is 
one concerninG its “action.” When a person is baptized, what is 

the physical action that takes place? Many people believe that baptism 
can be accomplished by sprinkling or pouring water upon a person, 
but in the Scriptures, baptism was always an immersion.

The original Jewish hearers of the gospel would have understood 
immersion. In first-century Judaism, the mikvah, or ritual bath, was a 
submerging of the whole person in water, and that is still true among 
Jews today. And ritual immersion was also known to many of the 
other religions in the first century. That doesn’t make it right or wrong, 
of course, but most people back then at least would have been familiar 
with the idea of immersing a person in water for religious purposes.

In ancient Greek, the verb baptizo meant “to dip or immerse” 
(Arndt & Gingrich). Interestingly, a baptistes (“one who dips”) was a 
textile worker who dipped (or “baptized”) the cloth in die to color it.

In the New Testament, baptism portrays the death, burial, and res-
urrection of Christ — to be baptized is to “die with Christ.” Paul said, 
“We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order 
that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, 
we too might walk in newness of life” (Romans 6:4), and he spoke of 
“having been buried with him in baptism, in which you were also 
raised with him through faith in the powerful working of God, who 
raised him from the dead” (Colossians 2:12). If baptism was anything 
less than a “burial” in water, Paul’s comparison would be confusing; 
the use of this burial analogy indicates that Paul assumed that his read-
ers would know that baptism was an immersion.

When Jesus’ forerunner, John, began teaching, he “was baptizing 
at Aenon near Salim, because water was plentiful there, and people 
were coming and being baptized” (John 3:23). If people were to be bap-
tized, it’s not surprising that John preached near plentiful water. And 
“when Jesus was baptized, immediately he went up from the water, 
and behold, the heavens were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit 
of God descending like a dove and coming to rest on him” (Matthew 
3:16). The statement that Jesus “went up from the water” would be odd, 
to say the least, if He had not been in enough water to be immersed.

Similarly, when Philip taught the Ethiopian eunuch about Christ 
while they were on the road from Jerusalem to Gaza, we are told that 
“as they were going along the road they came to some water, and the 
eunuch said, ‘See, here is water! What prevents me from being bap-
tized?’” (Acts 8:36). The next two verses contain these words: “And 
he commanded the chariot to stop, and they both went down into the 
water, Philip and the eunuch, and he baptized him. And when they 
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came up out of the water, the Spirit of the Lord carried Philip away, and 
the eunuch saw him no more, and went on his way rejoicing” (vv.38,39). 
If they only needed enough water for Philip to sprinkle the Ethiopian’s 
head, the man probably had enough drinking water in a container in 
the chariot for that. But when they came to a body of water sufficient for 
baptism, “they both went down into the water, Philip and the eunuch, 
and he baptized him.” What happened in this case seems very clear.

Today, when a person learns from the Scriptures that Jesus is the 
Christ and that he must be baptized for the forgiveness of his sins 
(Acts 2:36-41), he will want to begin his life of obedience to Christ by 
taking seriously what is taught about baptism, the act in which he will 
“die with Christ.” Having been led to that point by faith (John 8:24), 
repentance (Luke 24:46,47), and the confession of his faith (Romans 
10:9,10), he will want to be buried with Christ in baptism (Romans 6:4). 
This is a simple but powerful symbol of the death and resurrection of 
Christ. It points to Christ and His salvation, without which we would 
be hopelessly lost. And it is nothing less than the major turning point in a 
person’s life. It is no wonder that, in the New Testament, people rejoiced 
following their baptism!

Whatever may have been your thinking in the past about baptism, 
I hope that you’ll go back and study every passage you can find in the 
New Testament about this subject. Like every other subject in regard 
to our salvation, this is one that deserves our most careful and reverent 
attention. I pray you’ll find great joy in discovering — and doing — the 
will of God.
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is BaPtism for tHe remission of sins?

Just as the “what” of baptism is important, so is the “why.” 
Despite clear teaching on the subject in the New Testament, many 

people deny that the forgiveness of our sins is connected to baptism, 
insisting that if our salvation is by God’s grace, it cannot be contingent 
on any physical action in which we might engage.

First, we need to keep it clear in our minds that if God commands 
us to do anything at all (whether it be baptism or anything else), that 
does not contradict His grace. As our Creator and King, God has the 
sovereign right to set the terms upon which we can have a relationship 
with Him, and whatever He might require of us, our salvation is still 
a gift. No matter what we might do in obedience to Him, that would 
never put Him in our debt or mean that we had earned our salvation.

Paul described Christians as “having been buried with him in 
baptism, in which you were also raised with him through faith in the 
powerful working of God, who raised him from the dead” (Colossians 
2:12 ESV). Whatever there is in baptism that results in our salvation, it 
is not a meritorious work on our part. Rather, it is “faith in the power-
ful working of God.”

Here are a few other translations of Colossians 2:12: “you were 
raised up with him because of your faith in God’s power” (ERV), “in 
baptism you were also brought back to life with Christ through faith in 
the power of God” (GW), “when you were buried with him in baptism, 
you were also raised with him through faith in the power of God” 
(NRSV), and “when you were baptized, you were buried together 
with him. You were raised to life together with him by believing in 
God’s power” (NIrV). The more we ponder this text, the more power-
ful Paul’s point becomes: baptism is the act in which God gives us life, 
but that doesn’t mean it is a legalistic work on our part. The whole thing 
depends on our faith in what God does.

On Pentecost, when Peter had finished his sermon, many in the 
audience were stricken with the realization of their lost condition and 
cried out, “What shall we do?” (Acts 2:37). The very question shows 
that they were believers — but it also shows that they were still lost. 
And Peter’s reply was not hard to understand: “Repent and be bap-
tized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness 
of your sins” (v.38).

Again, let’s look at some other translations, just to make sure we 
get the point: “Turn back to God! Be baptized in the name of Jesus 
Christ, so that your sins will be forgiven” (CEV), “Each one of you 
must turn away from your sins and be baptized in the name of Jesus 
Christ, so that your sins will be forgiven” (GNB), “All of you must turn 
to God and change the way you think and act, and each of you must be 
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baptized in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins will be forgiven” 
(GW), “Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus 
Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (NASB), “Repent and be bap-
tized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness 
of your sins” (NIV), and “Repent, and be baptized every one of you in 
the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may be forgiven” (NRSV).

If it was not in baptism that people received the remission of their 
sins, it is hard to explain the urgency with which they were baptized in 
the New Testament. The Ethiopian official in Acts 8:26-39 did not want 
to wait until he got back home to be baptized. Traveling in a chariot on 
the road from Jerusalem to Gaza, and having been taught the gospel 
by Philip as they rode along, he wanted to be baptized as soon as they 
came to a body of water where that could be done: “See, here is water! 
What prevents me from being baptized?” (v.36).

The Philippian jailer and his household were baptized in the same 
hour of the night” (Acts 16:33). And when Ananias was sent to ex-
plain to Saul of Tarsus, the previous persecutor of the church, what he 
needed to do to enjoy salvation in Christ, he told Saul, “And now why 
do you wait? Rise and be baptized and wash away your sins, calling on 
his name” (Acts 22:16).

In our individual situations today, two thousand years after the 
events of the New Testament, what people did back then ought to be of 
more than passing interest to us. When those people heard the gospel 
and wanted to receive the salvation it promised, the answer they got 
from the apostles of Christ — who spoke with Christ’s own authority 
— was that they should be baptized for the remission of their sins.

We cannot disconnect salvation in Christ from the command to 
be baptized without disconnecting ourselves from the teaching of the 
Scriptures. Rather than doing that, let’s submit ourselves to that teach-
ing, gladly and gratefully.
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is BaPtism necessary for salvation?

there are some who would say that baptism is a Good idea 
but not somethinG absolutely required for our salvation. 

Embedded in this idea is the belief that one is saved at the point of 
faith, prior to the time when one is baptized. Baptism, then, is seen as 
having some purpose or outcome other than the remission of our sins.

As we have seen in the New Testament, however, baptism was 
presented in the apostolic era as being “for the forgiveness of your 
sins” (Acts 2:38). It was only after being baptized for this purpose that 
people “rejoiced” (Acts 8:38,39; 16:15,33,34).

In Romans 6, the apostle Paul speaks of baptism as dying with 
Christ. This is a crucial passage, so let’s look at it carefully. “Do you 
not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were 
baptized into his death? We were buried therefore with him by baptism into 
death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the 
glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life. For if we 
have been united with him in a death like his, we shall certainly be 
united with him in a resurrection like his” (vv.3-5).

If there was an act which God designed to connect us to Christ’s 
death, but we took the position that the act was not necessary, should 
we expect the benefits of Christ’s death. Surely not. But Paul clearly 
teaches that we are “baptized into [Christ’s] death” (v.3) and only after 
that are we raised to “walk in newness of life” (v.4). To say that bap-
tism is an optional act, not required for our salvation, is to deny the 
very meaning which Paul attaches to baptism in this passage.

But if we’re still asking whether baptism is necessary, let’s think 
about repentance. Is that optional? Would we say repentance is merely 
“a good thing to do” but not absolutely required? Hopefully not, espe-
cially since repentance was at the very heart of Jesus’ proclamation of 
God’s kingdom (Matthew 3:12; 4:17; Mark 1:15).

The fact is, it’s dangerous, on any topic, to question whether we 
“have” to do what God has commanded. If there are things He has 
commanded that He decides on the Judgment Day to simply set aside, 
that will be His business. He is the King. But for our part, we dare not 
quibble about His revealed will. Especially in matters where we know 
full well what the Scriptures teach, we must not hesitate to carry out 
God’s instructions. We don’t want to be like students in school who re-
fuse to learn anything that’s “not going to be on the test.” All of us need 
to be characterized by the reverent, obedient attitude of young Samuel, 
who said, “Speak, lord, for your servant hears” (1 Samuel 3:9,10).

When the gospel was preached on Pentecost and Peter told those 
who were listening, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the 
name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (Acts 2:38), many 
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may have shaken their heads in disbelief and gone on about their busi-
ness. But some (in fact, a great many) were receptive. Listen to the de-
scription: “And with many other words he bore witness and continued 
to exhort them, saying, ‘Save yourselves from this crooked generation.’ 
So those who received his word were baptized, and there were added 
that day about three thousand souls” (vv.40,41). When Peter said, “Save 
yourselves from this crooked generation,” he was speaking to many 
who had believed the truth of the message that was preached and in 
godly sorrow had cried out, “What shall we do?” However, not having 
obeyed God’s command to be baptized, their sins had not been remit-
ted. But thankfully, about 3,000 of them were baptized. “So those who 
received his word were baptized, and there were added that day about 
three thousand souls” (v.41).

We can only imagine the excitement in Jerusalem that evening, 
when 3,000 believing and penitent people had been baptized into 
Christ and were now able to give thanks for God’s grace.

But that joy was not just for them alone. It can be ours today, in 
just the same way. May we all do what they did — and rejoice in ex-
actly the same way!
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at wHat Point are our sins forGiven?

as we respond to the Gospel of Jesus christ, several thinGs 
happen. At what point in the process can it be said that we have 

received salvation? This is not an idle question or one that is merely 
academic. A person who realizes he is lost will be earnestly seeking 
salvation. In humility, he will want to know what the gospel requires. 
He will be eager to comply with whatever God has commanded — so 
that he can rejoice in knowing his sins are forgiven.

So when is it right for us to rejoice? At what point can we have the 
assurance of our salvation, being glad that we are now “in Christ”?

The concept of being “in Christ” is fundamental. It describes 
those who, through Christ’s sacrifice, have been reconciled to God. In 
2 Corinthians 5:17, for example, Paul can say, “Therefore, if anyone is in 
Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new 
has come.” The expression “in Christ” is even used of congregations 
that are faithful to Him, as in Galatians 1:22, “I was still unknown in 
person to the churches of Judea that are in Christ.”

Here are a few other texts that use this language:

“There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ 
Jesus” (Romans 8:1).

“Greet Andronicus and Junia, my kinsmen and my fellow prisoners. 
They are well known to the apostles, and they were in Christ before me” 
(Romans 16:7).

“. . . raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places 
in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 2:6).

“To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are at Philippi . . .” (Philippians 1:1).
“Greet one another with the kiss of love. Peace to all of you who are in 

Christ” (1 Peter 5:14).

But as we move toward Christ in response to the gospel, is there a 
decisive event after which it can be said that we are “in Christ”?

“Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus 
were baptized into his death?” (Romans 6:3).

“For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ” 
(Galatians 3:27).

Our coming to be “in Christ” at the point of baptism does not 
detract from God’s grace. Having been baptized, we are not “in Christ” 
because we earned that blessing. Indeed, the active ingredient in 
baptism is not what we do; it is our faith in what God does: “having 
been buried with him in baptism, in which you were also raised with him 
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through faith in the powerful working of God, who raised him from the 
dead” (Colossians 2:12). Even so, our baptism is still the event in which 
we passed from condemnation to salvation.

When we look at all the relevant texts in the New Testament, we 
see that there are four basic elements in how people responded to 
the gospel in the first century: faith (Acts 8:12), confession of faith (1 
Timothy 6:12), repentance (Acts 26:20), and baptism (Acts 2:41). But 
notice that baptism is spoken of in a different way than the others.

***** The other things are described as moving a person toward 
salvation, but baptism is presented as the dividing line that separates 
the old from the new. Obviously, repentance is something a person 
must begin to do prior to being forgiven (Acts 26:20). But notice what 
is said about faith and confession: “. . . if you confess with your mouth 
Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the 
dead, you will be saved; for with the heart a person believes, resulting 
in righteousness, and with the mouth he confesses, resulting in salvation” 
(Romans 10:9,10 NASB). What we believe must be verbally acknowl-
edged with our lips, but both faith and the confession of that faith 
move a person in the direction of salvation. But it is only after being 
baptized into Christ that people in the New Testament rejoiced at the 
forgiveness of their sins.

***** The other things continue as parts of the ongoing life of the 
Christian, but baptism is a one-time act, a turning point never to be 
repeated. As a Christian, a person will continue to live on the basis 
of faith, he will openly confess Christ from day to day, and he will 
repent anytime he sees that he has sinned. But baptism will always be 
the point the Christian looks back to as the event in which he began to 
“walk in newness life” (Romans 6:3,4).

Being baptized into Christ is comparable to Naaman’s cleansing 
from leprosy in 2 Kings 5:1-14. He didn’t see why he should dip in the 
Jordan River seven times (and doing so didn’t earn him good health), 
but the fact is, Naaman did not receive the promised cleansing until 
he dipped in the Jordan River, as commanded by the prophet Elisha. 
A chain of events led him in the direction of that, but dipping in the 
Jordan was the turning point between being a leper and not being one.

Yielding to the Lord requires humility, but as people whose prob-
lem is rebellion, humility is what we need the most. And the initial re-
quirements of the gospel, culminating in baptism, are a test of whether 
the authority of Christ is something we’re ready to accept.
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will everyone Be saveD?

if there is a God and an afterlife awaits us beyond this world, 
there are only two possibilities. Either everyone will be with God 

in eternity or only some will. (Perhaps there is a third possibility, that 
no one will be with God, but I don’t know of anyone who takes that 
position.) The view that everyone will be saved is called “universal-
ism.” Most of us will have a knee-jerk reaction to universalism, either 
for it or against it, but setting aside our predispositions, what did Jesus 
and His apostles teach about eternity?

Looking first at Jesus’ own teaching, He spoke straightforwardly 
about the fact that some will be lost. He spoke of hell as a place “where 
their worm does not die and the fire is not quenched” (Mark 9:48). And 
in the Sermon on the Mount, He urged His hearers to avoid the path 
that leads to destruction. “Enter by the narrow gate,” He said. “For the 
gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to destruction, and those 
who enter by it are many. For the gate is narrow and the way is hard 
that leads to life, and those who find it are few” (Matthew 7:13,14).

We see the same stark alternatives in the writings of Jesus’ apos-
tles. Paul, for example, wrote that God will “render to each one accord-
ing to his works: to those who by patience in well-doing seek for glory 
and honor and immortality, he will give eternal life; but for those who 
are self-seeking and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, 
there will be wrath and fury” (Romans 2:6-8).

Hell is said to be a place “prepared for the devil and his angels” 
(Matthew 25:41), but if we side with the devil in his rebellion and 
refuse God’s offer of pardon, we will be consigned in eternity to the 
same place of condemnation as the devil. War is all too prevalent in 
the world we live in right now, but there is a much larger war going on 
between God and His spiritual adversaries. The human race having 
been dragged into the conflict, we have no choice but to take sides — 
and the first time we ever rejected what we knew to be God’s will, we 
took the devil’s side. Mercifully, however, God allows us to come back 
and be forgiven. But the time for accepting God’s reconciliation is right 
now, while we live in the present world. After death, it will be too late. 
At the point of death, whichever choice we made about God in this life will 
become binding upon us in eternity. It is a sobering truth to contemplate.

But if God is offering pardon, are there any conditions upon which 
it must be received? Is there anything human beings must do to be for-
given, such that those who reject those terms will be lost? The answer 
is yes. God being our Creator, He alone has the right to set the terms of 
our reconciliation to Him, and His choice was to make reconciliation 
contingent on faith in His Son (John 8:24), willingness to confess our 
faith (Luke 12:8,9), repentance (Luke 13:3), and baptism for the remis-
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sion of our sins (Acts 2:38). The New Testament consistently presents 
those as prerequisites to salvation in Jesus Christ. They are not hard 
to understand. And while our very limited human perspective might 
wish to add some other conditions or take some of these away, this is 
what the Scriptures teach concerning how a person obeys the gospel 
initially. And there is no word in the Scriptures concerning any Plan B 
for those who reject the terms God has offered in Plan A.

Of course, many people couldn’t care less about God’s plan. It is 
to be hoped that they will change their minds before their time runs 
out. For His part, God is grieved when anyone rejects the terms of His 
pardon. Sorrowing over Jerusalem’s rejection of Him, Jesus said, “How 
often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her 
brood under her wings, and you were not willing!” (Matthew 23:37). 
And concerning the long-delayed return of Christ to judge the world, 
Peter wrote, “The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count 
slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, 
but that all should reach repentance” (2 Peter 3:9).

It is interesting (but not a very productive use of our time) to think 
about why God revealed some things to us and not others. But long 
ago Moses was exactly right when he said, “The secret things belong 
to the lord our God, but the things that are revealed belong to us 
and to our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law” 
(Deuteronomy 29:29).

All of us have a lot to learn — but the Lord expects us to do what 
is right about what we already know. If a person has read the New 
Testament even once, he can’t claim on the Judgment Day that he never 
knew what God required people to do to obey the gospel. What keeps 
us from obedience is not a lack of clarity in the Scriptures. It is a refusal 
to accept what God has commanded — or worse, a vague hope that 
God will save us anyway, regardless of our refusal.

Finally, let’s go back to the time when the gospel was first pro-
claimed to the public following Jesus’ resurrection. Peter ended his dis-
course with a passionate plea for the hearers to act decisively on what 
they had just heard: “And with many other words he bore witness and 
continued to exhort them, saying, ‘Save yourselves from this crooked 
generation.’ So those who received his word were baptized, and there 
were added that day about three thousand souls” (Acts 2:40,41).

Peter, it would seem, did not have the confidence that many people 
have espoused today, that everyone in the audience on that occasion 
would be saved, whether they obeyed the gospel or not.
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DiD GoD PreDetermine wHo will Be saveD?

the doctrine of “predestination” teaches that God decided be-
fore he created the world who would be saved and who lost. 

According to this view, we do not have a will that is free. It is God who 
chooses our salvation or condemnation.

Obviously, it is very important whether predestination is true or 
not. If it is true, the offer of salvation in the gospel of Christ is not re-
ally an offer that we may choose to accept or not; our choice only seems 
to be a choice from our perspective, since God has already made the 
decision. Various theologians have held this view, including Augustine 
of Hippo (AD 354-430) and John Calvin (AD 1509-1564).

So let us ask whether predestination is true — and let the Scriptures 
determine our answer.

Predestination is a doctrine which emphasizes the “sovereignty” 
of God; that is, it stresses the supremacy of God’s will: whatever God 
wills must come to pass, and no human being has the power to say no.

But surely, it is predestination rather than free will that detracts 
from God’s sovereignty. To say that God could not create persons capable of 
freely rejecting Him is to question His power.

In the Scriptures, one of the most touching characteristics of God 
is the fervency with which He appeals to human beings. In many dire 
circumstances, God is shown pleading with people to let Him save 
them. But there was always a choice to be made by those needing 
God’s help: would they receive God’s grace or not? The basic situation of 
mankind is summed up in Paul’s heartfelt exhortation to his brethren 
in Corinth in which he said, “We appeal to you not to receive the grace 
of God in vain” (2 Corinthians 6:1).

But sadly, there are those who teach that God’s grace cannot be 
rejected. Believing we are born with the “original sin” of Adam’s trans-
gression and are so depraved in our nature that we couldn’t even re-
spond to an offer of salvation if we tried, these teachers insist that God 
must decide who will be saved — and those whom He decides to save, 
He infuses with the “enabling power” of the Holy Spirit. This grace 
is “irresistible” by the recipients, or so says the doctrine. God having 
decided who will be saved, the chosen ones do not have the power to 
reject the saving influence which God sends upon them.

It is clear, however, that many have refused God’s efforts to win 
their hearts, and their refusal was not just an appearance; it was real. 
When, for example, Jesus grieved over Jerusalem’s rejection of Him 
(Matthew 23:37), it is woefully inadequate to say that, since they re-
fused, it must not have really been salvation that He was offering them.
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But are there not passages (like Romans 8:33) which speak of 
God’s “election”? Yes, there certainly are, but let’s try to think clearly 
about what God has elected and what He has not.

For example, Paul wrote in Romans 9:10-12 that, before the boys 
were born, God chose Jacob and not his twin brother, Esau, to beget 
the family through whom the Messiah would be born. In bringing to 
pass His plan to provide for our salvation, God obviously chose some, 
like Jacob and Esau, to play particular roles in the story. But the eternal 
salvation of those individuals is another question altogether.

Paul spoke of the Colossians as “God’s chosen ones, holy and be-
loved” (3:12). Salvation is a matter of God’s choice, and His divine pre-
rogative is where the emphasis should always be kept. It was God who 
chose whom He would save, but what He chose was a class of people 
defined by a criterion: the “obedience of faith” (Romans 1:5). This group 
is open to all who will obey. No one is barred by an eternal, unchange-
able edict of God.

In the New Testament, people decided whether they would obey 
the gospel or not (Acts 2:40,41). Yet if predestination is true and there 
are no conditions which we may accept or reject, the gospel “call” is 
not really an invitation. Indeed, the whole enterprise of evangelism is 
meaningless if God has ordained who will be saved and salvation is 
not contingent on anyone’s decision as to the gospel’s requirements.

*  *  *  *  *

If the Bible teaches anything about God, it teaches that He acts 
with justice — He “shows no partiality” (Acts 10:34). Yet the doctrine 
of predestination denies the impartiality of God, teaching instead that 
God has favored some with salvation and made it impossible for others 
to enjoy that blessing.

T. W. Brents was right when he wrote long ago, “If the doctrine . . . 
is true — that before the foundation of the world was laid, according to 
an immutable and eternal purpose of His own, without any foresight 
of faith, good works, or any thing else in man, God unconditionally 
elected some men and angels to eternal life, and at the same time fore-
ordained the residue to dishonor and eternal wrath — then we know 
not how to avoid the conclusion that He is a respecter of persons.”

What God has predetermined is that any who will confess their 
faith, repent of their sins, and be baptized into Christ will be a part of 
the people whom He has chosen. May we thank Him for choosing to 
give us this choice. It was an act of sheer grace on His part.
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once saveD, can we ever Be lost?

in the new testament, christians are encouraGed to appreci-
ate their security in christ, but they are also encouraGed to be 
careful. After obeying the gospel, we still possess the freedom of our 
will, and although leaving the Lord would be the ultimate tragedy, it is 
possible for us, as Christians, to abandon Christ and go back to being 
lost. There are always two sides to freedom: the freedom to say yes to 
God and the freedom to say no. Either we have both freedoms or we 
have none at all. So we find numerous passages in the New Testament 
urging us to continue making the choice to follow Christ.

The apostle Peter wrote, “For if, after they have escaped the defile-
ments of the world through the knowledge of our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ, they are again entangled in them and overcome, the last 
state has become worse for them than the first. For it would have been 
better for them never to have known the way of righteousness than 
after knowing it to turn back from the holy commandment delivered 
to them” (2 Peter 2:20,21). The last state has become worse for them than 
the first. These words would be meaningless if it were not possible 
for a saved person to return to a lost condition. So despite what the 
Calvinistic “once-saved-always-saved” doctrine teaches, it is necessary 
for those who have obeyed the gospel to remain faithful to Christ — or 
they will forfeit their eternal salvation.

It is sometimes argued that if a person appears to fall away from 
the faith, he or she was never really saved in the first place. But this 
doesn’t do justice to the New Testament. There are too many unequivo-
cal texts where people who were in a saved relationship with the Lord 
either apostatized or were warned against doing so.

As examples, we might think of Simon the Magician (Acts 8:9-24), 
the heresy in Galatia (1:6-9), the exhortations in Hebrews (3:6,12-14; 
4:1,11; 6:11,12; 10:23,29,35-39; 12:1; etc.), Peter’s concern for his breth-
ren (2 Peter 1:5-15; 3:17,18), or Paul’s warnings while in Ephesus (Acts 
20:31) — and these are just a few. It cannot be said that these warnings 
against apostasy were not really warnings or that the people to whom 
they were addressed were never in a saved relationship with Christ. 
The scriptural evidence is clear: after being saved from our sins, we will 
return to being lost if we do not remain faithful to Christ.

It is no wonder, then, that we see so many exhortations in the 
Scriptures to keep the faith.

“Therefore let anyone who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall” (1 
Corinthians 10:12).

“Therefore we must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, lest 
we drift away from it” (Hebrews 2:1).
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“Christ is faithful over God’s house as a son. And we are his house, if in-
deed we hold fast our confidence and our boasting in our hope” (Hebrews 3:6).

These exhortations are greatly needed, and we are wise if we rec-
ognize their relevance to us personally. We should not be fearful, nor 
should we doubt our Father’s loving care, but as long as Satan is still in 
business, we can’t afford to be complacent (1 Peter 5:8-11).

As you can see, then, the bottom line is freedom of the will. We are 
free to choose whether we’ll obey the gospel or not. But having de-
cided to obey, our freedom doesn’t stop at our conversion. At any time, 
we are free to change our minds and go back to being lost.

Freedom is, after all, a fearful gift. But apparently, God would 
rather have the love that we can give Him freely than the “love” of 
robots who have no choice but to do as they are programmed.

“Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let 
us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run 
with endurance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, the founder and 
perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, 
despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God” 
(Hebrews 12:1,2)

“You therefore, beloved, knowing this beforehand, take care that you are 
not carried away with the error of lawless people and lose your own stability. 
But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” 
(2 Peter 3:17-18).
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How can we Know we are saveD?

if a person wanted to know whether he had been saved from 
his sins, there are two different approaches he miGht take. If 

he took the subjective approach, he would simply consult his feelings 
(“Do I have the feeling that I am saved?”). The problem here is that 
many people have this feeling — sometimes very strongly — when 
they have not done what the Scriptures teach concerning obedience 
to the gospel. When it comes to emotions and feelings, there may be 
no difference between those who are in Christ and those who merely 
imagine that they are. Indeed, some who are outside of Christ may 
have stronger feelings of salvation than those who are in Him.

Is there not a more objective way of assessing our salvation? 
Fortunately there is. We can look into the Scriptures and determine whether 
we have or have not done what God commanded to be done for those who seek 
His forgiveness. God’s instructions regarding our salvation are not hard 
to understand. We can know whether we’ve done what people did in 
the New Testament to receive the forgiveness of their sins — and hav-
ing done those things, we must learn to trust in God’s promise to save 
us. His promise can be counted on.

Of course, we may be so intent on seeing ourselves favorably 
that we twist the Scriptures to make them fit our situation. That is a 
temptation that confronts every one of us. But if we accept the Scriptures 
as our authority, at least we have an objective standard we can go by. Using 
that standard, we can do what Paul said: “Examine yourselves, to see 
whether you are in the faith. Test yourselves” (2 Corinthians 13:5). Such 
an examination requires courage as well as honesty, but if we want to be 
rightly related to God, those are the character traits we must have. We 
should be praying that God will help us to have them more each day.

Life is hard, as we all know, and after obeying the gospel of 
Christ, there are going to be times when we won’t “feel” forgiven. 
What should we do? We should go back to the Scriptures. It is only in the 
Scriptures that we will find a dependable, objective assessment of our 
relationship to the Lord. Our feelings about our salvation are notori-
ously fickle; sometimes they err on the low side and sometimes on 
the high. But God’s promise can be counted on — and the only thing we 
know about God’s promise is what we find in the Scriptures.

Paul spoke of the “hope of eternal life, which God, who never lies, 
promised before the ages began and at the proper time manifested in his 
word through the preaching with which I have been entrusted 
by the command of God our Savior” (Titus 1:2,3). It must be in this teach-
ing that our confidence is grounded — and we must make whatever 
mid-course corrections are necessary to stay in line with the teaching.

In the little letter written by Jude, he said his readers were “those 
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who are called, beloved in God the Father and kept for Jesus Christ: 
May mercy, peace, and love be multiplied to you” (Jude 1,2). Ponder 
with me the three expressions which Jude uses:

Those who are called. Through the gospel, God calls everyone 
to accept the salvation that He is offering in Jesus Christ. To obey the 
gospel is, in effect, to answer God’s call, and to live faithfully as a 
Christian is to be among the called. It was God alone who had the right 
to decide what the terms of His salvation would be; on our own, we 
could never have worked our way back to Him. So when we submit to 
the terms of His forgiveness in the gospel, we can rejoice in the privi-
lege of being among those whom He has called out of the darkness to 
be His own possession (1 Peter 2:9).

Beloved in God the Father. While God obviously loves every 
person He has ever created, He has a very specific love for those who 
have accepted His plan of salvation, i.e., the individuals who have re-
sponded to His love with gratitude, obedience, and faithfulness. In the 
salutation to his letters, Paul often spoke of God’s love for those whom 
He has saved: “To all those in Rome who are loved by God and called 
to be saints: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord 
Jesus Christ” (Romans 1:7).

Kept for Jesus Christ. In a world of obstacles and temptations, we 
could not survive, even after obeying the gospel, if it weren’t for the 
help God gives us in Christ. Peter wrote of those “who by God’s power 
are being guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in 
the last time” (1 Peter 1:5). And Jude ended his letter with this: “[God] 
is able to keep you from stumbling and to present you blameless before 
the presence of his glory with great joy” (Jude 24). Well might he say, 
“May mercy, peace, and love be multiplied to you.” There is simply no 
higher joy available to us.

So let us be careful and confident — confident in our carefulness, 
and careful in our confidence. Don’t listen to anyone who tells you 
that either of these doesn’t need to be emphasized. Both are neces-
sary if we are to respond rightly we when read in the Scriptures of 
the salvation God has provided in Jesus Christ.



tHe GosPel in a nutsHell

Sometimes it helps to summarize a subJect. Here is one way 
the gospel can be described “in a nutshell.”

1. Life and Death (the Problem). Created by God, we were 
given life, but committing sin, we died, spiritually speaking. 
As Paul wrote, “The wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23) — in 
other words, sin cuts us off from God, who is the Source of 
everything life was ever meant to be. Alienated from God by our 
disobedience, we stand under the penalty of eternal death. If our 
lives in this world come to an end and nothing has been done 
about our estrangement from God, we will be banished from 
His presence forever. But God loved us, even in our rebellion, 
and was not willing to leave us without hope.

2. Death and Life (the Solution). Speaking of Jesus Christ, 
who was the Son of God, the writer of Hebrews said, “Since 
therefore the children share in flesh and blood, he himself like-
wise partook of the same things, that through death he might 
destroy the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil, 
and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject 
to lifelong slavery” (Hebrews 2:14,15). We can be free of death’s 
dominion because God came into the world, lived as a sinless 
human being, and submitted Himself to an undeserved death 
on our behalf. He took our penalty upon Himself, so that we 
might be forgiven and released from the grip of death.

3. Dying with Christ (the Response). Christ’s death for us 
is a marvelous gift of God’s grace. We certainly did not deserve 
it. But how do we appropriate the benefits of that grace? The an-
swer of the Scriptures is not hard to understand: placing our faith 
in the saving death and resurrection of Christ (Acts 16:31), we turn 
from our sins (Acts 26:20) and submit to baptism in order to receive 
the forgiveness of our sins (Colossians 2:12).

Baptism, Paul wrote, makes a connection between us and 
Christ’s death for us: “Do you not know that all of us who have 
been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? We 
were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order 
that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the 
Father, we too might walk in newness of life” (Romans 6:3,4).

So the question — and it is an urgent question — is this: 
have you died with Christ in baptism?

Gary Henry – AreYouaChristian.com



tHree crucial Questions

Why become a christian? how does one become a 
christian? what about the issue of “church”? 

Depending on how we answer these questions, we will go in 
very different directions religiously. Let’s consider these three 
topics briefly.

1. Why become a Christian? This may sound like a simple 
question, but the truth is, many people “become Christians” for 
reasons that are wrong. Some do no more than follow tradition 
or bow to peer pressure. Others may have been deluded into 
thinking that Christianity is the path to health or wealth in the 
here and now. There is, of course, more than one honorable rea-
son to follow Jesus Christ, but one principal reason stands above 
all the others: the desire to be forgiven of our sins and be in a right 
relationship with our God. Peter put it plainly when he said that 
baptism is “an appeal to God for a good conscience, through the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 3:21). When we are bap-
tized into Christ, the blessing we seek, more than anything else, 
is salvation from our sins.

2. How does one become a Christian? When someone says, 
“What must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30), he or she deserves 
a completely truthful answer. Unfortunately, many inquirers 
today are told, “You don’t need to do anything; your faith will 
save you all by itself.” In the New Testament, however, it is clear 
that people did not expect to receive the forgiveness of their sins 
until they obeyed the command to be baptized. Saul, for ex-
ample, had been a fervent believer for three days, but he was still 
unforgiven when Ananias came to him and said, “And now why 
do you wait? Rise and be baptized and wash away your sins, 
calling on his name” (Acts 22:16). So if you’re convinced that you 
need to respond to the gospel of Christ and are asking how that 
is to be done, don’t be content until you’ve heard the whole truth 
on the subject of how one becomes a Christian.

3. What about the issue of “church”? Just as many leave 
out one or more of the initial conditions of God’s grace, many 
diminish the importance of the “together” aspect of Christianity 
after one has become a Christian. Increasingly, people are con-
tent just to be Christians privately, with no responsibilities to 
others living near them who have obeyed the gospel. But in the 
New Testament, there was not only a private, individual dimen-
sion of the gospel; there was also a collective responsibility.



As John said, “He who does not love his brother whom he 
has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen. And this com-
mandment we have from him: whoever loves God must also 
love his brother” (1 John 4:20,21). In the Book of Acts, we see 
that in every place where people obeyed the gospel, there was a 
“church” or “assembly” of Christians, a fellowship of believers 
working and worshiping together by the Lord’s authority and to 
His glory (Acts 11:26).

All three of the above questions are important. For all 
three, we need accurate answers — from the Scriptures rather 
than personal opinion or popular belief.

Wherever you may be in your response to the gospel of 
Christ, consider all three of these three questions carefully.

Don’t be content until you have obeyed the gospel of Christ as 
commanded in the Scriptures and have found a group of Christians to 
work and worship with who are faithfully following the Lord’s author-
ity for His people.
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How can i HelP you?

i would be happy to pray for you or help you in your study 
of the bible. Just let me know how I can be of assistance. 

Your communication will be kept private.

Gary Henry
12123 Shelbyville Road, Suite 100-247
Louisville, KY 40243

Web: AreYouaChristian.com
Email: garyhenry@wordpoints.com

One of the remarkable things about the Bible is that it continues 
to challenge us even after many years of study. So no matter 
where you are right now in your study, you have my best wishes 
and prayers. I congratulate on your interest in life’s ultimate 
concern: having a right relationship with God.
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