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KNOWING THE GOSPEL
This lesson answers the question, “How can we be sure in matters of
religious faith?” The main points are entitled:

The Arrow That Flies Forward
The Arrow That Flies Downward
The Arrow That Flies Upward
The Arrow That Flies Back

OBEYING THE GOSPEL
This lesson answers three questions about the Gospel, and how we should
respond to it. These vital questions are:

What Is The Good News?
How Do We Obey The Good News?
Are You Ready To Obey The Good News?

LIVING THE GOSPEL

This lesson answers the question, “How should a follower of God live?” It
discusses the new life under these headings:

Living With God’s Spirit

Living With God’s Family

Living With God’s Mission

STUDY NOTES

The three questions of Lesson Two raise other matters, such as, “How do
grace, faith, and baptism fit together?” Lesson Four seeks biblical answers
for eight of the most common — and most important — questions.
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Lesson 1

Knowing the Gospel

There are many religions in the world. Each of these faiths claims to be the best one. (If it
did not, it could hardly keep its followers.) How do people get into so many different
religions? Do they carefully look at many choices and find the best one?

For most people the choice seems to be made for them. They are born into their religious
group. They are keeping old beliefs and traditions handed down by their forefathers.
These beliefs are highly respected; yet they are still beliefs that happen to belong to the
place of one’s birth. What if one had been born in a different country, with different
beliefs and traditions? Those other beliefs would be respected just as highly. Would that
make them any better? Would that make them true? Surely there is a better way to know
if a religion is right.

Perhaps some people claim to be ‘Christians’ just because of the traditions of their
parents and their country. However, true Christianity — the Christianity of the Bible —
should be followed for far better reasons. It should be followed because it is true, and can
be shown to be true. We can recognize the truth of biblical Christianity by considering
just four points. Each has a direction, so we may call these the “four arrows” of
Christianity.

THE ARROW THAT FLIES FORWARD

The first arrow flies forward, into the future. The Bible calls this arrow PROPHECY.
There is no book in the world like the Bible! The Bible is actually a great library of books
from 40 different writers. Did all of these different writers have a great meeting to decide
what to write? Did they discuss their plans, so that from beginning to end there is one
continuing story? No such meeting took place. It could not, for the Bible was written over
a period of 1600 years. (The Bible has two major parts. The earliest collection of writings
is called the Old Testament. The later collection is the New Testament.) The Old
Testament’s first lawgiver was Moses. He lived and wrote 500 years before David, the
first writer who was a king. David wrote his famous psalms 300 years before the great
prophet Isaiah. Isaiah wrote many prophecies 300 years before the Old Testament’s final
prophet, Malachi. Malachi was 400 years before New Testament writers, such as Peter,
John and Paul. How then do all their writings make such a united and complete history?
How do their teachings fit together so well? Only God could have planned and brought
about a book that took 1500 years to complete!

The Bible’s long time-span is unique. It gives the Bible a special advantage. Earlier
writers looked forward and foretold what would happen in the future. Later writers saw
those things coming true, and reported their fulfillments. Look at the way in which Jesus
began to give His message:

Jesus went into Galilee, proclaiming the Good News of God. “The time
has come,” He said. “The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the
Good News!” (Mark 1:14-15).
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For centuries God had spoken through Old Testament prophets. God had promised the
coming of His special King (called “Messiah,” or “Christ”), and His kingdom. Now Jesus
announced that the time had arrived for those promises to be fulfilled! This message
meets our needs so well that it is called the “Gospel,” which means “Good News.”

The Old Testament had several hundred prophecies about the coming King. The prophet
Micah, for example, predicted that this Ruler would be born in the village where David
had lived, Bethlehem (Micah 5:2). None of us chooses where he will be born. How could
anyone predict an exact place of birth? Yet Jesus Christ, the King, was born in Bethlehem,
the very place marked by Micah 500 years before. The arrow that had been shot forward
hit exactly on target! Each time the Bible has shot the arrow of prophecy, it has hit its
target. Of course, many religions try to predict the future. Sometimes they even have
successes. The problem is that they also miss. When human prophecies fail they prove
that their ‘successes’ were no more than lucky guesses. The only One who does not guess
about the future is God. If we are serious about learning truth, this matter of prophecy is
important. It gives us a sure way to see whether a religious message is from God or not.
The arrow of prophecy that hits the target every time is not a human arrow. It belongs to
God, who alone sees all that is past, present and future.

THE ARROW THAT FLIES DOWNWARD

The Gospel’s second arrow flies downward, to the earth. The religions of the world try to
climb up to God (or to some idea of Perfection). They recognize that God is great and
exalted. Man, therefore, in order to reach God, must climb up to Him in some way. The
‘ladder’ upward has many rungs, that is, many rules and good works that must be kept.
Thus people try to make themselves ‘good enough’ to come into God’s presence.

But they keep having two great problems. Firstly, they have little way of being sure that
their rules are the right rules. They fail to show any good proof that their rules come from
God and lead to God. Secondly, people keep falling. The ladder is so high that sooner or
later even the most skilled climbers slip and fall. They keep breaking rungs (that is,
breaking rules). This ladder of rules seems to be the only way to reach God. So they keep
trying; and they keep falling short of perfection. This kind of religion leaves people
feeling sad, guilty and far from God. Such a way to God never works. Here is a simple
test: Take hold of your foot and try to lift yourself off the ground. Try it! You cannot lift
yourself even a little! Then how will you lift yourself all the way to God's highest home,
heaven?

The Gospel is different from human religions. It makes us face just how weak and
helpless we are. It proves that none of us is ‘good enough’ to come to the holy, majestic
God. We cannot take ourselves to heaven.

As it is written: “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one
who understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have
together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one”
(Romans 3:10-12). ...

for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23).
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The only hope for all of us is for God to come down to save us! The Good News is that
God, in His great mercy, did this very thing! He came from heaven to earth in the form of
“the Son,” also called “the Word.” Here is how John 1:1, 14 begins to tell the Gospel:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the
Word was God . . . . The Word became flesh and made His dwelling
among us. We have seen His glory, the glory of the One and Only, who
came from the Father, full of grace and truth.

An angel announced the birth of Jesus in these words:

I bring you Good News of great joy that will be for all the people. Today
in the town of David a Savior has been born to you; He is Christ the Lord
(Luke 2:10-11).

More and more people saw the proofs of the Christ. Leading witnesses told others the
Good News that the King had come.

Day after day, in the temple courts and from house to house, they never
stopped teaching and proclaiming the Good News that Jesus is the Christ
(Acts 5:42).

At once he began to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son of God
(Acts 9:20).

The coming of Jesus Christ into this world is the arrow that flies downward. No other
religion has that arrow — the coming of God as the Son in flesh.

To this some reply, “It is all very well for God to come down to us, for the Creator can
certainly visit His creation. But why did He take on flesh?” God as Spirit cannot die. As
flesh He could die for mankind. The Old Testament had prepared people to see the need
for sacrifice. Laws of Moses had required the killing of the best lambs as sacrifices to
‘remove sin.” Thus, they pictured the giving up of an innocent life so that sinners could
be forgiven. Jesus fulfills that old picture. He is the pure, sinless “Lamb of God who
takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). He was sacrificed by being nailed to a
“tree,” a wooden cross.

There, all the sins of every person went into His body. There, He paid the full punishment
for all sins, so that we could be set free from sin’s guilt and pain. Isaiah, seven hundred
years earlier, foresaw this suffering for the “iniquities” and “transgressions” (sins) of
mankind.

He was pierced for our transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities;
the punishment that brought us peace was upon Him, and by His wounds
we are healed. We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned
to his own way; and the LORD has laid on Him the iniquity of us all
(Isaiah 53:5-6).

Peter, who saw Jesus die, reported the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy.

He Himself bore our sins in His body on the tree, so that we might die to
sins and live for righteousness; by His wounds you have been healed
(1 Peter 2:24).
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We come to Him in deep sorrow for the suffering our sins have caused. We place our
trust in Him, and in the power of His saving death. In a spiritual way, we enter into His
death. There, in His death, our sins are washed away by His sacred blood (more about
this in Lesson Two). Thus we begin a new life full of joy and hope. Christ’s death makes
the way to our heavenly home open and clear. This is truly Good News! Our closeness
with God does not rely on how perfect we are. Instead, we depend on the truly Perfect —
the unfailing goodness, kindness and faithfulness of the eternal God (Ephesians 2:8-9;
1 John 1:9).

He saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of
His mercy . . . (Titus 3:5).

The arrow that has come down has hit the target of man’s greatest need — the need to be
forgiven. No other religion has the same arrow. Our Creator loves us, and He has proved
His mercy by the Savior who came down to rescue us!

For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that
whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life (John 3:16).

THE ARROW THAT FLIES UPWARD

The Gospel’s third arrow flies upward, from the earth. Every world religion has its great
heroes. Long after their deaths these men are still honored. Their followers make long
journeys to see the places where their heroes lived. They especially try to visit the burial
place of their founding leader. When Communism was still popular, thousands used to go
to Moscow. There lay the body of Lenin, looking almost ‘alive’ in its sealed glass box.
Long lines of followers used to go to see and honor Lenin. Their large numbers and
their great speeches could not hide this one fact — their leader was dead. So it is with the
great men of the past. They are dead and buried.

Christianity is different. You can go to the place where Jesus was killed, Jerusalem. If
you look for the grave of Jesus, you will be led to a tomb. But the body of Jesus is not in
that grave. His body is nowhere to be found on earth! How can this be? When one
carefully examines all of the evidence, there is only one sure explanation. The body of
Jesus did not stay in the tomb because His body broke free from death.

God raised Him from the dead, freeing Him from the agony of death,
because it was impossible for death to keep its hold on Him (Acts 2:24).

Paul was one of many eyewitnesses to the fact that Jesus’ body was alive again after He
died. Paul became a special messenger or apostle. He was “set apart for the Gospel of
God — the Gospel He promised beforehand through His prophets in the Holy Scriptures”
(Romans 1:1-2). This Gospel is all about God’s Son:

[The Gospel] regarding His Son, who as to His human nature was a
descendant of David, and who through the Spirit of holiness was declared
with power to be the Son of God by His resurrection from the dead
(Romans 1:3-4).

Yes, Jesus came from the family line of King David, and thus Jesus is fully human. He is
also far more. He is the Son of God.
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How do we know this? It is proved true “by His resurrection from the dead.” No other
religion has this arrow rising upward. The arrow that destroys the power of death strikes
at the very heart of man’s greatest fear. “ . . . All their lives [people] were held in slavery
by their fear of death.” Now Jesus’ victory over death sets us free from that fear
(Hebrews 2:15). The risen Christ shares with us His resurrection power (see Lesson Two).
Many religions offer some form of ‘heaven’ or ‘eternal life.” That is easy to offer. It is
much harder to prove that the promise will be kept. (Most religions do not even try to
give real proof.) Christ has made the firm offer of eternal life. More than that, He has
proven His power to give life beyond death!

THE ARROW THAT FLIES BACK

The fourth arrow flies back, into the past. The events of Jesus’ death, burial and
resurrection took place many years ago. You may be wondering how we can be so sure
that these things took place. How do we know that Jesus actually died before He was
placed in a grave? How do we know that His dead body came back to life?

In answer, think of any important person or event of the past. How do you know facts
about that person or event? You depend on reports and records from the past. All that we
know of history comes from such sources. Every day all of us depend on such records.
We rely on the reports of those who were there and who saw what happened. We call
them “eyewitnesses.” The reports they give are called “testimony.” They are especially
important when trying to find out important facts, such as when a person is on trial. This
is the same reliable way we know the facts about Jesus Christ.

John, an apostle, was present at the death of Jesus. He saw Jesus breathe His last. He saw
the Roman soldier drive a spear deep into the side of Jesus. He saw blood and water
gushing out of the body. Concerning this John wrote,

The man who saw it has given testimony, and his testimony is true. He
knows that he tells the truth, and he testifies so that you also may believe
(John 19:35).

There could be no doubt that Jesus was dead. Jesus’ enemies never tried to claim that He
had not really died. Roman crosses were for killing. There were many witnesses who saw
that death at the cross. Yet, three days later, many witnesses also saw that same Jesus
alive again. He was among them for a period of forty days (Acts 1). Let us look at one of
the events. The risen Lord showed Himself to a group of His followers. Notice how they
became certain that this was the same Jesus who had died.

On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were
together, with the doors locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood
among them and said, “Peace be with you!” After He said this, He showed
them His hands and side. The disciples were overjoyed when they saw the
Lord. Again Jesus said, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent Me, I
am sending you” (John 20:19-21).

Later Thomas, another follower, refused to believe those who were present. He said,
“Unless I see the nail marks in His hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put
my hand into His side, I will not believe it.”
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A week later, His disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with
them. Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them
and said, “Peace be with you!” Then He said to Thomas, “Put your finger
here; see My hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop
doubting and believe.” Thomas said to Him, “My Lord and My God!”
Then Jesus told him, “Because you have seen Me, you have believed;
blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed” (John 20:26-
29).

John told us why he gave this report to us:

These are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of
God, and that by believing you may have life in His name (John 20:31).

The reports and letters from the eyewitnesses and their helpers is called the New
Testament. Examine the lives of the reporters. They were the kind of men who would be
welcomed as witnesses into any good court of law. Look into how the New Testament
has come down to us. There is no other ancient book like it. It has by far the greatest
number of old copies. The best of these copies goes back very close to the time of the
actual events and witnesses. There was not enough time for wild stories or legends of
Jesus to gradually grow. The New Testament is the accurate arrow to the past, by which
knowledge of Jesus is certain for all of us. No one has to guess about how to prepare to
meet God. ‘Faith’ does not have to rest on the human traditions of a place where we
happened to be born. As followers of Christ, our faith is real. Our hope is sure. For we
can know that the Good News is true.

After you have carefully studied this lesson, please turn to page 82 to take the test for
lesson one.
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Lesson 2

Obeying the Gospel

The Good News announces that Jesus Christ has come. It also promises that He will
come back! The Bible shows what will happen at His return. We shall all see Jesus for
ourselves (1 John 3:2; Revelation 1:7). He will bring rest and reward to His own people.
He will bring God’s angry judgment upon others. Here is how 2 Thessalonians 1:7-9
describes Christ’s second coming:

(He will) give relief to you who are troubled, and to us as well. This will
happen when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven in blazing fire with
His powerful angels. He will punish those who do not know God and do
not obey the Gospel of our Lord Jesus. They will be punished with
everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and
from the majesty of His power.

The proofs of God and His Gospel are so great that all people must prepare for meeting
the Lord Jesus. The unprepared are those who “do not know God and do not obey the
Gospel.” 1 Peter 4:17 says something similar.

For it is time for judgment to begin with the family of God; and if it begins
with us, what will the outcome be for those who do not obey the Gospel of
God?

There is “the family of God.” Then, there are those who “do not obey the Gospel of
God.” In which one of these different groups are you? Clearly, obeying the Gospel is of
the greatest importance. To be prepared for meeting the Lord Jesus, one must “obey the
Gospel.”

WHAT IS THE GOOD NEWS?

By now you know that the word “Gospel” means “Good News.” But “news” must be
about something that really happened. For example, in any newspaper many events are
reported. The report is not the event. The report was written after the event took place. In
the same way, the Gospel has to do with a special Person and a special Event. The New
Testament is the inspired report of this Person and of His Event.

Paul, an apostle of Christ, tells us that the Person is Jesus. When Paul first came to the
city of Corinth, his only message was “Jesus Christ and Him crucified” (1 Corinthians
2:2). Paul clearly points out the main Event of the Gospel:

Now, brothers, I want to remind you of the Gospel I preached to you,
which you received and on which you have taken your stand. By this
Gospel you are saved, if you hold firmly to the word I preached to you.
Otherwise, you have believed in vain. For what I received I passed on to
you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the
Scriptures, that He was buried, that He was raised on the third day
according to the Scriptures . . . (1 Corinthians 15:1-4).
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Notice the importance of believing that the event is true. “By this Gospel you are saved,
if . ... 7 The “if” shows that there is a condition. The condition is that one must continue
to believe the Gospel message. The Corinthians had not seen the Gospel event. They had
only heard of it from an eyewitness, Paul. Therefore they had to keep believing in the
truth and importance of what they had heard. And what had they heard about the Gospel
event? That Christ truly died for our sins, just as the Scriptures foretold! That Christ was
actually buried! That Christ really returned to life on the third day! (1 Corinthians 15:3-4).
This is the Good News!

How is Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection ‘“Good News” for all of us today?

The answer has to do with solving our worst problem, sin. Sin is breaking God’s law
(1 John 3:4). Sin is also failing to do what we know is right (James 4:17). God is so pure
and holy that He cannot live with sin (Psalm 5:4; Habakkuk 1:13; 1 John 1:5). Therefore
our “iniquities” — our wicked acts — cut us off from God.

Your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden
His face from you, so that He will not hear (Isaiah 59:2).

To be separated from God, the Giver of life, must mean death for us. That is why we see
disease, destruction and death throughout the world. Worse, when we have gone through
the pain of physical death, there can only be spiritual death for us in eternity.

The soul who sins is the one who will die (Ezekiel 18:20).
Death came to all men, because all sinned (Romans 5:12).
For the wages of sin is death (Romans 6:23).

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you
used to live when you followed the ways of this world (Ephesians 2:1-2).

Their place will be in the fiery lake of burning sulfur. This is the second
death (Revelation 21:8).

SIN and DEATH are our greatest enemies. Death comes in two different forms: the death
of the fleshly body, and the death of the soul (separation from God). The Gospel event
defeated both kinds of death. 1 Corinthians 15:3 plainly says that Jesus died for our sins.
Not only did His flesh suffer and die. His soul also was torn by the cruelest pain because
“God made Him who had no sin to be sin for us” (2 Corinthians 5:21). This means that
Jesus took the sins of all of us into Himself. He suffered in our place (Isaiah 53; 1 Peter
2). Sin’s terrible penalties, both fleshly and spiritual, have been fully paid. Therefore all
of us can be free from sin’s guilt and punishment. Look again at how great the results of
the cross are for us:

The punishment that brought us peace was upon Him, and by His wounds
we are healed (Isaiah 53:5).

Christ’s physical body died to “present you holy in His sight, without
blemish and free from accusation” (Colossians 1:22).

He Himself bore our sins in His body on the tree, so that we might die to
sins and live for righteousness (1 Peter 2:24).
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God made Him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in Him we might
become the righteousness of God (2 Corinthians 5:21).

How righteous is God? We could never, by our own efforts, measure up to God’s exalted
level of goodness and purity. Yet the sacrifice at the cross was so complete that God
Himself actually gives to us His own kind of righteousness. We become the very
“righteousness of God.” Not one “blemish” (not one fault or spot of sin) remains on us
(Colossians 1:22).

Christ’s death makes us that pure! God welcomes us to live with Him, now and forever.
Yes, He even welcomes our bodies. Our dead bodies will be raised by Christ when He
returns. He will change or “transform” our bodies so that they fit eternal life in God’s
presence.

(Christ) will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like His
glorious body (Philippians 3:21).

For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes
also through a man. For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made
alive (1 Corinthians 15:21-22).

Both spiritual death and fleshly death have been defeated for us. If we are in Christ, we
live a full life of peace and purpose now. Then, after death, we shall rise to new and far
greater glory, never to die again! We shall share with our Savior in His joy-filled home
called heaven. This is Good News!

Scripture has given an answer for the first question that arises from 2 Thessalonians 1:7-9,
“What is the Gospel?” Now we must seek an answer for the second question, “How can
one obey the Gospel?”

HOW DO WE OBEY THE GOOD NEWS?

The New Testament book called Romans tells us much about the Gospel. There Paul
shows that we are made right with God (“justified”) by God’s grace or kindness. All
people can be “justified freely by His grace through the redemption that came by Christ
Jesus” (Romans 3:24).

Christ lived the perfect life and died the perfect death that bought us back (redeemed us)
from death. Since He did it all for us, the way for us to respond is by trusting in this
amazing deed of mercy. The Bible calls this trust “believing the Gospel.” How insulting
it is to God when people work at earning that for which He has already paid in full! If we
tried to work our way into heaven we could never succeed, for we are too weak and sinful.
That is why Paul says that we are saved, not by works, but by placing our faith in Jesus’
death, burial and resurrection. In Paul’s time some were trying to go back to old rules
from the Law of Moses. By these old “works” they were trying to earn favor with God.
To such false thinking Paul replied,

For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the
law (Romans 3:28).

Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with
God through our Lord Jesus Christ (Romans 5:1).
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“Faith” that saves is deeper than just agreeing to facts about God or Christ. Even Satan’s
demons believe those facts (Mark 1:24; 3:11; Acts 19:15; James 2:19). True faith,
according to Romans 10:9-10, tells others that “Jesus is Lord.”

If you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart
that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your
heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you
confess and are saved.

Real faith also “repents” (Luke 13:3; Acts 2:38; 3:19). That is, it firmly turns away from
sinful living. It makes up its mind to give full obedience to God. The person who has
truly made that decision is ready and eager to “obey the Gospel!”

That brings us face to face with the question, “How does one obey an event?” For at its
heart the Gospel is Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection (1 Corinthians 15). This event is
Good News about our spiritual death problem — Jesus died for our sins. The Gospel event
is Good News about our physical death problem — in Christ we will be raised from death.

As you read the New Testament, you see that these solutions are found “in Christ.” How
does one come into Christ? How does one come into contact with the blood that cleanses
sin away? That blood was poured out at a time and place of history. That saving death
took place far away and many hundreds of years ago. How, then, does one connect with it?
In other words . . .

How must one obey the Gospel event of the death, burial and resurrection of Jesus?
Paul continues to give the answer in the book of Romans. He again reminded his readers,
the Christians in Rome, of the central truth of the Good News. They were “justified”
(made right with God) and “reconciled” (made friends with God) by the Gospel event:

Since we have now been justified by His blood, how much more shall we
be saved from God’s wrath through Him! For if, when we were God’s
enemies, we were reconciled to Him through the death of His Son, how
much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through His life!
(Romans 5:9-10).

Notice that salvation is through Christ, and specifically through His blood, His death and
His resurrection. Now, as Paul begins Romans chapter six, he reminds Christ’s people in
Rome how they entered “into Christ.” He is making the point that God’s people should be
dead to sinful living. So he reminds the Christian readers how they first entered into
Christ’s death. He wants them to keep living a new kind of life. So he reminds them how
they came to share in Christ’s resurrection.

Or don’t you know that all of us who were baptized into Christ Jesus were
baptized into His death? We were therefore buried with Him through
baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead
through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life. If we have
been united with Him like this in His death, we will certainly also be
united with Him in His resurrection. For we know that our old self was
crucified with Him so that the body of sin might be done away with, that
we should no longer be slaves to sin (Romans 6:3-6).

Jesus died near Jerusalem. He died almost two thousand years ago. Yet Paul plainly
teaches how one enters into and shares in that Good News, that saving death!
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“All of us . . were baptized into His death.”
“We were therefore buried with Him through baptism into death.”

There were no exceptions (see “all” or “every” also in Mark 16:15-16; Acts 2:38; 1
Corinthians 12:13; Galatians 3:26-27). All who had come into union with Christ did so
through baptism, which placed them into Christ’s death. They joined in Christ’s burial
through baptism. Clearly, baptism is vitally important because it shares in the Gospel
event itself!

We need, therefore, to look more closely at this word “baptism.” This word is borrowed
from Greek, the language in which the New Testament was written. What did it mean in
that language? To “be baptized” meant to be dipped, plunged under or immersed. More
importantly, you can see what baptism is by reading the New Testament for yourself:

Jesus was baptized “in the Jordan” (Mark 1:9-10).

John chose to baptize people at a place near Salim “because there was
plenty of water” (John 3:23).

Both Philip and the Ethiopian official “went down into the water and
Philip baptized him” (Acts 8:38).

In Romans 6:4, baptism has to do with a burial. Just as Jesus was placed in a grave, we
are “buried with Him through baptism.”

Immersion also has a coming up.
“...Jesus was coming up out of the water” (Mark 1:10).
“. .. They came up out of the water” (Acts 8:39).

In Romans 6:4, baptism has to do with coming up. “Just as Christ was raised” we too rise
up to a “new life.”

Where does this “new life,” this birth, this spiritual resurrection, take place? In or through
baptism, says Scripture. Notice the importance of believing what God is doing at baptism:

. . . having been buried with Him in baptism and raised with Him through
your faith in the power [more literally: the working, operation] of God,
who raised Him from the dead (Colossians 2:12).

Those who are buried “in baptism” are raised “through faith!” How wrong it is to
separate faith from baptism, even when sincerely thinking it may help others. Some
remove faith from baptism by trying to ‘baptize’ those showing no desire to respect Jesus
as Lord, or to change their ways. Some try to ‘baptize’ those who are not old enough to
have their own faith. Others claim to defend ‘salvation by faith’ by trying to separate
baptism from that faith. (See Lesson Four.) Justification is by faith, and here the Holy
Spirit clearly shows where faith meets the death and resurrection of Jesus. It is “in
baptism” that by faith our sinful self is crucified and buried, and we are raised with Christ
to new life. But is this baptism really water baptism? 1 Peter 3:20-21 says concerning

“water,”
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.. . baptism . . . now saves you also — not the removal of dirt from the
body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God. It saves you by the
resurrection of Jesus Christ.

This baptism in water is the very same as the baptism Paul discusses in Romans and
Colossians, for it too is tied to inner salvation and “the resurrection of Jesus Christ.”

The death of Jesus removes every sin from God’s record about us. That is why we are
able to make a completely fresh beginning in life! Do not think that this new start
depends on our own feeble strength (which would later end in failure). We are raised with
the resurrection of God’s Son. This means that our strength for new life comes from God
(who never fails). Here is Good News indeed — a really new beginning! And with it, God
promises all the power needed for continuing success! (Philippians 1:6; 1 Thessalonians
5:23; 2 Timothy 4:18; Hebrews 7:25). Look again at the wording showing the purpose of
burial by baptism:

We were therefore buried with Him through baptism into death in order
that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the
Father, we too may live a new life (Romans 6:4).

“New life” begins through biblical baptism.

ARE YOU READY TO OBEY THE GOOD NEWS?

What is another way to speak of “new life?”” Birth! Jesus said in John 3:3-5 that it would
be impossible to enter God’s kingdom unless one had been born again of water and the
Spirit.

Some see what Jesus has done for them. They see how they should be born again. Yet
they feel, “I’m not ready. I am not good enough yet.” Remember Titus 3:5 . ..

He saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of
His mercy.

Receiving salvation does not depend on being ‘good enough.” The person who waits until
he improves himself, may wait forever. He is like the sick person who says, “I will go to
the doctor after I have made myself well.” Christ died for us because we are not good
enough! Do you realize how sinful and unworthy you are? That is when you are most
ready to come for forgiveness (Luke 18:9-14).

Consider the apostle Paul. When he was still called Saul, he used to hunt and kill God’s
people. Yet God wanted to use him as “an example” of how grace can rescue even “the
worst” of sinners (1 Timothy 1:13-16). Jesus reached out to Saul in a direct and startling
way (Acts 9, 22, 26). Saul came to realize that the Gospel was true. He realized how great
were his crimes against God and God’s people. Then Christ sent a messenger who
ordered Saul:

And now what are you waiting for? Get up, be baptized and wash your
sins away, calling on His name (Acts 22:16).

How can physical water wash away spiritual sins? Obviously, water has no power of its
own. But in baptism Saul came “into Christ’s death.” That death took Saul’s sins away.
In baptism Saul was “raised with Him.” That resurrection gave Saul a completely new
start, which changed wicked Saul into the apostle Paul. (The final lesson, “Study Notes,”
looks at the place of Acts 22:16 in the amazing events of Saul’s change of life.)
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God reached down to help Saul, a murdering enemy. Therefore God also reaches for
sinners like you and me. No matter how far we have fallen, no matter how ugly our sin,
no matter how little we love ourselves, Jesus still loves us. He cares so much that He died
for each of us personally — He “loved me and gave His life for me” (Galatians 2:20). His
blood cleans away every sin (1 John 1:7). His resurrection is so powerful that it gives a
fresh start, a truly new life. This is Good News!

We have seen the importance of trusting and obeying the Gospel. We have seen that this
includes immersion into Christ. We are not surprised then to see our Lord fitting this
obedience right into His “Great Commission,” His command to spread the Gospel.

Make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit . . . (Matthew 28:19).

Go into all the world and preach the Good News to all creation. Whoever
believes and is baptized will be saved . . . (Mark 16:15).

Jesus’ followers obey this Great Commission.
They spoke first to crowds that included the murderers of Christ. Realizing their terrible
sin, these people asked Peter what they should do. Peter replied,

“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.” . . . Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about
three thousand were added to their number that day (Acts 2:38, 41).

Do you see how eager they were to obey the Gospel? They obeyed “that day.” This same
kind of immediate obedience is seen again and again (Acts 8, 9, 10, 16, 19). The person
who understands the shame of sin does not want to stay in it one moment longer. The
person who realizes how much God reaches out to him in love, does not keep God
waiting. The person who is serious about honoring God seeks to obey Him without delay.
Such a person has the attitude of Psalm 119:60, “I will hasten and not delay to obey Your
commands.”

The person who truly believes the Gospel wants to obey the Gospel, being baptized “into
His death” (Romans 6:3). The person who hungers for the new life in Christ is eager to be
“raised with Him” (Colossians 2:12). This is why, in every example from New Testament
times, those who accepted the Gospel message were baptized immediately. Remember
that forgiveness and all spiritual blessings are “in Christ” (Romans 3:24; Ephesians 1:3;
Colossians 1:14).

“Eternal life . . . is in His Son” (1 John 5:11). Remember that Romans 6:3 states that we
are “baptized into Christ.” The conclusion is clear: In order to enjoy the new life that
Jesus gives, we must be baptized into Him. We must share with Him in His death, burial
and resurrection!

Do you trust in Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God?
Are you repenting (changing), and learning to follow what He says?
Do you believe that God forgives you through the Gospel event?
Have you shared with Christ — by immersion — in His death, burial and resurrection?

After you have carefully studied this lesson, please turn to page 86 to take the test for
lesson two.
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Lesson 3

Living the Gospel

Living with God’s Spirit

Babies are not born in order to stay babies! They are born to grow. In the same way,
when you become one of God’s children, you should “grow up in your salvation” (1 Peter
2:2). In Romans, Paul was making this same point about growing. Then (as now) people
twisted the meaning of God’s kindness. Grace, they thought, would allow them to get
away with continued disobedience. Some even accused Paul of teaching these foolish
things (Romans 3:8; 6:1, 15). Paul answered all such false ideas by reminding Christians
how they came into Christ. In baptism they died to sin and were raised to live with God.
Now, their lives had to reflect the reality of this amazing grace.

In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ
Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey
its evil desires. Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments
of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been
brought from death to life . . . (Romans 6:11-13).

Keep dying to self! Keep living to God! In other words, live up to what the Gospel has
done for you! Or, in Paul’s other words, “conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the
Gospel of Christ” (Philippians 1:27).

The great spiritual enemy, Satan, hates the Gospel. That is why he sows seeds of doubt
about the Gospel and our response to it. Satan works especially against all who have faith
enough to obey the Gospel. Their spirits have been raised; but their fleshly bodies still
live in the same world. Their minds still struggle with bad habits. They can still be
tempted. Therefore Satan plans, for Christians, a kind of ‘resurrection’ of his own. He
wants the old, sinful self to rise up again in their lives.

How can we overcome Satan’s attacks? The Gospel is Good News in our daily struggle,
for Satan’s power has been broken — John 12:31; Romans 8:37-39; 1 John 3:8. Jesus
assured us,

I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch
them out of My hand. My Father, who has given them to Me, is greater
than all; no one can snatch them out of My Father’s hand (John 10:28-29).

God never allows Satan to tempt us beyond our ability to resist him (1 Corinthians 10:13;
James 4:7; 1 Peter 5:9). Therefore all that Satan has left is his lies, aimed at our minds.

We defeat Satan’s lies through the truth — God’s word (Psalm 86:11; 119:30, 160; John
17:17; Ephesians 6:13-17). We aim our minds especially at the highest Truth, Jesus
Christ (John 14:6; Hebrews 3:1; 12:2). This is what Paul told the Romans and the
Colossians.

Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what
that nature desires; but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have
their minds set on what the Spirit desires (Romans 8:5).
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Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed
by the renewing of your mind (Romans 12:2).

Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things
above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on
things above, not on earthly things. For you died, and your life is now
hidden with Christ in God. . . . Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to
your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and
greed . . . (Colossians 3:1-3, 5).

Colossians 3 makes clear the kind of ungodly attitudes and actions that we must take off.
It also shows the godly ways that we should put on. We have the best reason to keep
growing and changing: We “have put on the new self” (Colossians 3:10). This is Good
News! In Christ we are already God’s new creation!

In this new creation God’s Spirit works freely and powerfully.

For if you live according to the sinful nature, you will die; but if by the
Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the body, you will live (Romans

8:13).
I pray that out of his glorious riches He may strengthen you with power
through His Spirit in your inner being . . . . Now to Him who is able to do

immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to His power
that is at work within us . . . (Ephesians 3:16, 20).

This is why we can now succeed! We are not alone in our fight against sins and bad
habits. We have the Almighty Helper. God’s Spirit grows His good fruit in us as we
submit to His word (Galatians 5:22-25; Ephesians 6:17). This practical, day-by-day
changing makes us more like God.

[You] have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in
the image of its Creator (Colossians 3:10).

So then, the new life begins by being raised with Christ in baptism (Colossians 2). And it
continues to be renewed as we keep the old self dead, and let God grow our new self
(Colossians 3). We keep obeying the Gospel — yes, living the Gospel — by this continued
death and resurrection.

What if our living is not perfect? What if we slip and fall because of sin? Satan wants us
to stop trying. Nothing pleases Satan more than for us to give up. We do not have to be
defeated! Look at a baby trying to walk. When he falls, does he stay down forever? He
gets up and tries again . . . and again . . . becoming stronger each time. In the same way,
God’s Spirit gives us increasing power to “be renewed.” We are honest about our faults.
We keep coming back to the Lord for forgiveness and strength (1 John 1:7-9; 2:12-13;
3:8-9; 4:4).

When the devil wins some battles, that does not mean he has won the war. In Christ we
have already won the war! In all of life, then at the cross and at the grave, the Son of God
defeated Satan for us. Those who obey the Gospel join the victory march that will not
stop until it reaches heaven!
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Living with God’s Family

Ah, but we humans forget so easily, don’t we? Our struggles wear away that wonderful
feeling of triumph. The path is uphill, and seems very long. We tend to lose our sense of
direction. Sometimes we become discouraged.

God knows our constant need to be reminded and encouraged. As our Father, He planned
a family for the care of His children. Did God plan for newborn babies to be left alone?
By God’s design, each baby should be born into a family. Father, mother, sisters and
brothers all do their part in caring for the child. In the same way, God’s way of caring for
each spiritual child is through His spiritual family.

“God’s household,” according to 1 Timothy 3:15, is “the church of the living God.” Here
the word “church” does not mean just any religious group; nor does it mean a building. In
Scripture, the word for “church” means an assembled group, especially Christ’s group,
the saved people (Ephesians 5:23-27). They have been called and gathered in a spiritual
sense (Hebrews 12:22-23; John 10:16; 11:52). They also “gather” at local meetings on
earth. In each place they come together regularly for honoring the Lord and encouraging
each other. Being with fellow-members is so vital for spiritual health that Scripture
commands,

Let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good
deeds. Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of
doing, but let us encourage one another — and all the more as you see the
Day approaching (Hebrews 10:24-25).

In today’s confused world, such a command may seem difficult to obey. There are so
many different ‘churches’ (denominations). They have many conflicting teachings —about
as many as there are human wishes. There are ‘churches’ that do not believe in the
resurrection of Jesus. Others do not call for real repentance or baptism. It is popular to
say, “Go to the church of your choice.” If Christ is really our Lord, we should be far more
interested in the church of Christ’s choice. Yet, what is Christ’s church-family?

Earlier in this discussion we looked at Colossians 3:1-10 and Romans 12:2. If we go a
few verses further, we find each passage telling us of one body.

Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members
do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one
body, and each member belongs to all the others (Romans 12:4-5).

Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body
you were called to peace (Colossians 3:15).

“One body” is another way of saying “one church.” Near the beginning of Colossians
(1:18), Christ is called “the head of the body, the church.” There is one head and one
body. Hence one never reads in Scripture anything like ‘choosing the church of your
choice.” For Christ planned, even from eternity, to establish only one group (Ephesians
2:14-16; 3:10-11; 4:1-6; John 10:16). He said, “I will build My church,” which can never
die or be defeated (Matthew 16:18).

We cannot escape the important truths of these Scriptures. They show us that:

* Warring divisions between so many different ‘churches’ are no part of Christ’s will.
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e Despite many false religions around us, we can be sure that Christ’s church is still
alive, just as He promised.

e  When people submit to Christ’s plan, they will be at peace within His one church.

So we must ask again, ‘“What is Christ’s church?”

We cannot turn to men for the answer. The confusing divisions we see come through men,
not God (1 Corinthians 3:3; 14:33; Galatians 5:19-20). Are we serious about finding the
answer?

Then we must go to God’s word. We must be ready to accept its inspired answer. Let’s
begin by returning to Romans 12. When Paul spoke of the “one body,” we know he was
speaking of God’s group of people. But who made up that group? Who were the
members of that one group?

. so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member
belongs to all the others (Romans 12:5).

These members, making up the one body, are the people in Christ. We even know how
these people came to be “in Christ,” don't we?

Paul has stressed their belief in God’s Son, and their confession of that faith (Romans 1, 3,
4, 10).

He has shown the vital nature of repentance (Romans 2, 6, 8).

He has reminded them of their baptism. It was their entrance “into Christ” and into His
saving Gospel event. “All of us,” Paul says, “were baptized into Christ” (Romans 6:3).
Galatians 3:26-27 repeats the New Testament fact that in this way all became members in
Christ:

You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you who
were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.

Who make up the one body (the church, the family) of Christ? All who come into Christ
in the way described by the New Testament. When you believe and obey the Gospel, you
want to meet with others who also believe and obey the Gospel. Christ has placed both
you and them into the same body (Acts 2:41, 47; 1 Corinthians 12:13). You have been
born into the same family, making you “brothers” (Romans 12:1).

Romans clearly shows the importance of Christ’s church-body. God wants your “living
sacrifice” to be offered in the setting of this family. You give yourself to God by using
your special gifts for the growth of His body (Romans 12:1-8). He wants you to love and
support these members (Romans 12:9-13). He wants all members to have “a spirit of
unity” as they follow Jesus (Romans 15:5; 14:1-21). Obeying God’s will, His people
meet together in local congregations. Romans calls these gatherings churches of Christ —
“All the churches of Christ send greetings.” (Romans 16:16; see more about this in the
box below.)
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The word “‘churches”

in Romans 16:16, and in similar passages, means local assemblies or congregations. (It
does not mean divisions or denominations.) The congregation in Corinth, for example,
was called “the church of God in Corinth” (1 Corinthians 1:2). The New Testament
uses many ways to refer to the one church, and to its congregations. For more exam-
ples see Matthew 16:18; 18:17; Acts 2:47; 8:1, 3; 9:2; 13:1; 20:28; Romans 16:1, 5,
16; 1 Corinthians 3:9; 7:17; 10:32; Galatians 1:2,13,22; Colossians 1:18; 1 Thessaloni-
ans 2:14; 1 Timothy 3:5; 1 Peter 2:5; Hebrews 12:23, 28 and Revelation 1:4; 2:1. The
variety shows that these are not intended as formal names. Therefore we should not
think of any one name as “the official name,” such as might be required on a building
Or on a sign.

Whether in the First Century or the Twenty First Century, the Lord’s churches are not
mysterious, invisible things. They meet to worship the Lord and to encourage each other.
Therefore they can be found at particular times and places. Their members have real
names (just as in Romans 16).

This truth has a practical point: When you come to Christ, you need to find Christ’s
people in your area. Paul, for example, “tried to join the disciples” in Jerusalem (Acts
9:26). For some this may be difficult. There are areas of the world that have few
Christians. Other areas may have ‘churches,” but few that fit the New Testament’s
description. In these, as in all cases, let God keep working through you. As you faithfully
live and teach the Gospel, others will believe and obey it. New disciples will gather with
you. God’s word is His seed (Luke 8:11), and this is how God plants His church in each
new place. However, before beginning a new work, you should try to find a congregation
of Christ in your area. Start with simple, biblical questions:

What do these people believe about God, Christ and Scripture?

The church’s foundation is the great truth that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God
(Matthew 16:16-19; 1 Corinthians 3:11). The church respects the Scriptures, and is built
upon Christ's words through His inspired apostles (Matthew 16:16-19; John 16:13; 17:8,
17-20; Ephesians 2:20; 2 Timothy 2:15; 3:14-4:5; 2 Peter 3:2, 15-16).

What do these people teach and practice about entering Christ and His church?

You might find that their way of becoming ‘Christians’ is different from Christ’s. If so,
they are in serious trouble (Matthew 7:13-23; 23:13; Galatians 1:6-9; 2 Peter 2:1-3). You
certainly do not want to join in their disobedience. If, on the other hand, these people
truly believe and obey the Gospel, they are members of the Lord’s one church. Keep in
mind that people who once became Christians can fall away. They can lead others away
from Christ (Galatians 1; 2 Peter 2). Also, Jesus can disown His congregations if they
keep straying far from Him (Revelation 2:5; 3:3, 15). So we must ask another question.
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Is this congregation still trying to follow Christ?

No congregation in New Testament times was perfect; indeed, many had weaknesses. Yet
the basic meaning of “disciple” is learner or follower. Jesus said, “If you hold to My
teaching, you are really My disciples” (John 8:31; see also 13:35; 15:1-8). Ephesians 5:24
describes Christ’s body as “the church” that “submits to Christ.” Some no longer submit
to the clearest commands of Christ.

Some make their rebellion formal, writing false teachings into their ‘church rules.” We
must return to the central confession of the Gospel — Jesus is Lord! He has all authority
(Matthew 28:18). He is “head over everything for the church, which is His body”
(Ephesians 1:22). In obedience to the Head (Christ), a true disciple wants to meet and
work with His body (other true disciples). In this way, the disciples can fully encourage
each other. Christ’s will can be honored, and His cause advanced, just as He intended.

Living with God’s Mission

Sharing is an important part of the new life in God. There is a simple reason for this. God,
in His own nature, is so caring that John says, “God is love” (1 John 4:8). John also
points out that love expresses itself by giving (John 3:16).

This is how God showed His love among us: He sent His one and only
Son into the world that we might live through Him (1 John 4:9).

Accepting God’s life means sharing in His loving, giving nature.

This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down His life for us.
And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers (1 John 3:16).

What does this kind of love do when it sees a brother in material need? It takes action to
help him (1 John 3:17-18). The early Christians set for us a great example. They chose to
give generously, like God gives (Acts 2:44-45; 4:32-37; 11:27-30; 2 Corinthians 8§, 9). In
the same way, love is active in meeting spiritual needs.

Those who are without God face eternal punishment (2 Thessalonians 1:6-9). Only by
hearing the Gospel can they believe it and be saved (Romans 10:17). That is why Jesus
gave His people the greatest mission of mercy, often called “the Great Commission.”

Jesus completed the work for saving all people. He suffered, died and arose in the Gospel
event. Now He gives to us the part of serving others and telling them this Good News, so
that they too can enjoy its salvation.

Go into all the world and preach the Good News to all creation. Whoever
believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will
be condemned (Mark 16:15-16).

Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth
has been given to Me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations,
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy
Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And
surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age” (Matthew 28:18-
20).
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Do you see how much Jesus wants to reach out — though His people — to every person on
earth? Do you see the method Jesus planned for all of His followers to use?

It started with those who first heard Jesus. They helped others to become “disciples”
through faith, repentance and baptism.

These new disciples learn further obedience. Obeying “all” of Christ’s commands,
they surely obey this command of Matthew 28:18-20.

That means that they make disciples of others — teaching the newest disciples to obey
“all” of Christ’s commands, which still includes Matthew 28.

These newest disciples, obeying Matthew 28, make disciples of others. They teach
each one to obey “all” Christ commanded, including Matthew 28. And so on it goes.

What is to be passed along to each new disciple?

“All” that Christ commanded those apostles. Thus the same Christianity, which Jesus
first planned and built, is to continue from generation to generation. It must go on to
the ends of the world, and to the world’s end. The Great Commission’s wording keeps
alive this unchanging truth: Jesus wants only His own kind of Christianity. He has “all
authority.” How much authority is left over for others to make changes as they wish?
We must spread Scripture’s original Christianity (not some later form of
‘Christianity’made by men).

Who should pass on this original Christianity?
Matthew 28 shows that everyone who becomes a disciple should become a disciple-
maker. This Commission is so Great that it needs the whole church. Each member
shares the Good News (Acts 8:4; Colossians 4:5-6; Hebrews 5:12; 1 Peter 2:9; 3:15).
As God’s team, each one works, using his or her special roles and abilities (Romans
12:3-8; 1 Corinthians 3:5-15; Ephesians 4:4-16; 1 Peter 4:10-11). This fits the New
Testament’s teaching that each member is a priest of God (1 Peter 2:5, 9; Revelation
1:6).
How should this original Christianity be passed along?

Christ uses disciples. That is, He uses those who keep learning and obeying. They
share the Gospel by their changed lives and by their words. (Some even send letters
and lessons — Luke 1:1-4; John 20:30-31; Hebrews 13:22. This lesson is in your hands
because someone cares about you.) Christians use “all means,” that are honest and
helpful, for winning people (1 Corinthians 9:22-23). Jesus planned for the first
messengers to make more messengers, who make more messengers, who make more
messengers . . . (Matthew 28; 2 Timothy 2:2)! Through this reproducing, multiplying
method, the number of workers always keeps increasing. In a surprisingly short time
every person on earth has a chance to hear this Good News (see Colossians 1:23).

Some ask, “If this method is so effective, why are there so many who have never
heard the Gospel?”
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THE PROBLEM:

Satan changes the message. All too often those who are working are not spreading
biblical Christianity. They multiply well enough, but fail to call for complete obedience
to the Gospel. Some even spread false gospels (Galatians 1:6-10; 2 Corinthians 11:4).
Satan also discourages disciples. He says, “You could get in trouble for doing this. Leave
the work to someone better.” Many members do not realize their part in Christ’s plan.
Each worker is like a link in a living chain. The Gospel is passed along that chain, from
one person to the next. By making one disciple inactive, Satan removes an important link
to others. He cuts off thousands who should be reached along that disciple’s multiplying
line.

THE SOLUTION:

Listen to Christ! Return to His Gospel and its clear commands. You can do so because
the Gospel has been safely and accurately kept for you in the New Testament. If you have
not yet believed the Gospel, look more closely at its wonderful evidences. Start believing!
If you have not yet obeyed the Gospel, do what you know is right. Obey the Gospel! If
you have entered Christ through His Gospel event, then begin serving. Live the Gospel!
This is Good News, and people need it!

Start sharing the Good News immediately, just as Jesus’ first disciples did (John 1:40-46;
Acts 9:20). Have you learned enough to enter Christ? If so, you know enough to tell
others how to enter Christ. Even if you are young in the faith, you can share what you
have learned. Many others in your chain of influence are depending on you. Without you
they may never learn to obey the Gospel.

Jesus’ great desire is for all to know His Good News. They must hear the Gospel in order
to be saved (Romans 1:16; 10:13-14, 17). That is why He gave the most powerful means
for spreading the Gospel — each receiver becoming, with His help, a sharer. If you believe
and obey the Gospel, give yourself now to this great mission. The Lord trains and
empowers you as you pray and work. Here are ways to begin:

1. Study Scripture, and pray to God for the love and wisdom to share His word.

2. Notice the people God places within your reach. These are precious souls for
whom God's Son died. In daily life, always be respectful, kind and helpful.

3. Make a list of specific persons, and pray regularly for them.

Whatever teaching tools you use, always point people to the Lord and His word.

THIS REALLY IS GOOD NEWS! KNOW IT! OBEY IT! LIVE IT! SHARE IT!

After you have carefully studied this lesson, please turn to page 90 to take the test for
lesson three.
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Lesson 4

STUDY NOTES

In today’s religious world, the lesson entitled “Obeying the Gospel” raises important
questions. The New Testament repeatedly puts together grace, faith and baptism. Biblical
baptism fits perfectly with biblical faith and grace. Problems arise when people try to fit
into Christianity ‘baptisms’ not found in the Bible. Often these are outward ceremonies
having little to do with personal faith or a changed life. Others see such ritual ‘baptisms’
and turn away from them. They know that God looks at the human spirit. God wants us to
respond to Him from our hearts. Rituals without repentance are empty! God has often
said that He hates that kind of empty show (Isaiah 1; Amos 5).

“Obeying the Gospel” raises important questions.

Knowing only of ‘baptisms’ that are outward symbols or displays, many sincere people
today reject any important place for baptism. It is easy to understand how they have come
to this conclusion. It is good to want sinners to come to God with their hearts, for this is
one of the Bible’s strongest messages. Yet it is also good to obey God — and baptism is
commanded. We cannot simply ignore the subject because so many mistreat it. Why did
Jesus require something as external as dipping in water? He certainly did not want to add
to man’s love of hollow rituals. Therefore the baptism Jesus requires is not empty ritual.
It is a matter of the heart! Below we seek Bible answers for questions about grace, faith
and baptism. Study what Scripture has to say on each subject. Then share with others
what you have learned from God’s word. Keep these matters in healthy balance with the
rest of the Bible. Faith and baptism make sense when placed properly within Scripture’s
main message for meeting and knowing the true God.

DOES FAITH NEED TO OBEY?

By “faith” does Paul mean just ‘agreeing in the mind,” without bodily actions of any kind?
No, for Paul speaks often about faith obeying, working and doing. In Romans 10 Paul
shows the importance of faith speaking out or “confessing.” Though confessing is a
human action, Paul ties it to salvation (Romans 10:9-10). No one should think that saying
“Jesus is Lord” is an effort to earn God’s favor. Yet the confessing of our faith is
something we do, a necessary obedience (Matthew 10:32). Even while fighting against
the need for Jewish “works,” Paul shows the need for faith that works:

For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value.
The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself [literal Greek: working]
through love (Galatians 5:6).

In Romans, Paul’s aim for bringing people to Christ is stated in these terms:

.. . to call people from among all the Gentiles to the obedience that comes
from faith (Romans 1:5).

. . . leading the Gentiles to obey God by what I have said and done
(Romans 15:18).

... so that all nations might believe and obey Him (Romans 16:26).
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Notice that these Scriptures are about the way people come to Christ for the first time.
From the beginning, true faith takes God at His word, both trusting His promises and
doing His will. Jesus Himself shows the foolishness of claiming faith in Him while not
doing what He says (Matthew 7:21-27; Luke 6:46; see also James 2). Thus, when Paul
says that we are saved “by grace . . . through faith,” he certainly means for that “faith” to
be understood as obedient faith.

What Paul Said In Romans 6
In Lesson Two, “Obeying the Gospel,” we looked at Romans chapter six. Notice what
that Scripture goes on to say about obedience:

Don’t you know that when you offer yourselves to someone to obey him
as slaves, you are slaves to the one whom you obey — whether you are
slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to
righteousness? But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to
sin, you wholeheartedly obeyed the form of teaching to which you were
entrusted (Romans 6:16-17).

The Roman Christians left the slavery of sin and came to Christ when they “obeyed”
from their hearts. What did they obey? “The form of teaching,” which means the usual or
standard pattern of teaching. (The essentials of the Gospel message were the same
everywhere they were preached.) Yet we have just been told how they entered “into
Christ.” They had been “baptized into Christ” (Romans 6:3). Hence the standard Gospel
message included the necessary obedience of being baptized into the Gospel event
(“baptized into His death,” Romans 6:3). That is also why the command to be baptized is
always in the context of Good News or Gospel. For examples, see Mark 16:15-16 and
Acts 8:12. This helps to explain why the Gospel is not just to be believed; it is also to be
obeyed (2 Thessalonians 1:7-9; 1 Peter 4:17).

Some take 1 Corinthians 1:17 to mean that baptism is not an important command. There
Paul says,

“For Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the Gospel —not
with words of human wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its
power.

When Jesus gives His Great Commission, it includes baptism (Mark 16:15-16; Matthew
28:18-20). Is Paul now leaving out baptism? No, for he has just said that he did baptize
Crispus, Gaius, Stephanus and others at Corinth (1 Corinthians 1:14-16). Paul asks the
members at Corinth, “Was Paul crucified for you? Were you baptized in the name of
Paul?” (1 Corinthians 1:13). The obvious answer is, “Christ (not Paul) was crucified for
you! You were baptized into Christ’s name (not Paul’s name)!” This, and Paul's many
other writings, show that Paul has no thought of removing baptism.

What then does Paul mean by 1 Corinthians 1:17? The closer context makes the meaning
clear. Paul personally has the job of preaching (1 Corinthians 2:1-5; 3:5-6; 9:16; Acts
9:15, 20; 18:5). Yet, as people responded to his preaching, he personally does not have to
do the job of baptizing them. Others can do that. Jesus caused many to be baptized, but
He Himself never did the baptizing (John 4:1-2). Paul has a similar policy. Why?
Corinthians like to boast about their ties with famous speakers. They divide over such
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matters (1 Corinthians 1:12; 3:1-7). One group is even trying to use Paul’s name. Paul is
glad, therefore, that he has left them no excuse to behave so poorly: His public speaking
does not have the kind of “wisdom” Greeks like, and few can claim that he has baptized
them (1 Corinthians 1:14-15). That is the setting or context of Paul’s statement in 1 Cor-
inthians 1:17.

Does Paul mean that baptism is unimportant, or left out? Such a meaning might please
some; and we might get this meaning by forgetting the context. But we remember Peter’s
warning — twisting Paul’s writings leads only to our own destruction (2 Peter 3:15-16).
Though it is not Paul’s special job to baptize, the Great Commission is clearly being
obeyed because others do the baptizing. Scripture confirms that all Corinthians who came
to Christ did so though baptism (Acts 18:1-8; 1 Corinthians 1:13; 12:13).

IS BAPTISM JUST A SYMBOL?

Is baptism no more than a ‘symbol,” an outward show for other people? That is not the
way Scripture speaks of it. The truth of Romans 6:3-4 is so important that it is repeated in
Colossians 2:11-12:

In Him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of the sinful nature,
not with a circumcision done by the hands of men but with the
circumcision done by Christ, having been buried with Him in baptism and
raised with Him through your faith in the power of God, who raised Him
from the dead.

Paul says that baptism has to do with a “circumcision.” Some use this to argue that
baptism is just an outward sign and — like Old Testament circumcision — a human work
that has nothing to do with salvation. Look again at Colossians 2. Is it about a kind of
‘circumcision’ that is outward, fleshly and merely symbolic? No. Instead, this
“circumcision” (cutting) is done “without hands”! What is cut away? Our “‘sinful nature,”
or more literally, “the body of the [sinful] flesh.” (This inner operation is what Romans 6
calls dying to “our old self,” and putting away “the body of sin.””) Who does the cutting?
It is “done by Christ” (Colossians 2:11).

Where, according to Colossians, does Christ do this cutting away of the sinful self?
Colossians 2:12, like its brother passage in Romans 6, shows that Christ does it “in
baptism.” In baptism one is buried with Christ, and also raised with Christ. Again we see
how immersion is sharing in the Gospel event! Notice how the two Scriptures are alike in
telling the Spirit's truth:

Salvation is by Christ’s death (Romans 5; Colossians 1)
In baptism we join with Christ in that death (Romans 6; Colossians 2)

Christ’s death saves us. The divine blood, which Jesus poured out at His death, cleanses
us. We meet that saving blood when we are baptized into His death. That is why Paul
himself was told to be saved in this way . . . .

Look At Saul’s History (Acts 9, 22, 26).

Saul does great harm to Christ's people. In blazing light the risen Christ shows Himself to
His enemy, Saul. Saul then sees for himself that the reports about Jesus have been true.
Jesus is truly alive after His death! Saul, blinded by the bright light, realizes his crimes
against Jesus. He says, “What shall I do, Lord?” “Get up,” Jesus replies, “and go into
Damascus. There you will be told all that you have been assigned to do” (Acts 22:10).
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Blind Saul waits for three days in Damascus. During those days he prays, accepts no food
or drink, and is given a vision from God (Acts 9:8-12). Jesus sends Ananias, a respected
Christian, to meet Saul. Ananias tells Saul about the kind of life God has planned for him.
Jesus then miraculously heals Saul of blindness by the touch of Ananias.

At this point of the account, many people would say that Saul has become a Christian,
cleansed of his sins. Saul is believing in Jesus. He is repenting. He has even been blessed
by miracles from God.

Yet Saul, up to this time, has not been baptized. In view of Paul’s own teaching (Romans
6, Colossians 2, Galatians 3, Ephesians 5 and Titus 3), we would have to say that Saul
had not yet shared in the Gospel event. In this sense he has not “obeyed the Gospel.” For
one is “baptized into Christ,” and so joins Christ in His death, burial and resurrection.
Think of it this way. Where is a person before he enters into a house? It would seem clear
that he is outside that house. Where is a person before he is baptized into Christ? It would
seem clear that he is outside Christ.

Some ask, “What if God makes exceptions for very good people? Or what if there is a
sincere person of such great faith that God must save him, even before baptism?”

Here we can begin to test that question. ..

For Jesus” way of meeting Saul is already most unusual. Saul himself is a man of unusual
sincerity and devotion (Acts 22:3; 23:1). Saul is on his way to becoming Paul, the apostle
most known for valuing grace, faith and freedom. He will fight the hardest against
salvation by “works.”

If any one is truly believing, it is this Saul of Acts 22, who has actually seen and spoken
with the risen Lord! If anyone is truly repenting, it is this Saul who refuses even to eat or
drink. If anyone is sincere in calling on God, it is this Saul who prays earnestly for three
days. Does Saul’s faith and praying take away his sins before baptism or without baptism?
Is his baptism to be merely an outward show about salvation already received at
repentance? We never find Scripture speaking in such a way. Instead we find that after all
these events, God’s messenger boldly says to Saul:

And now what are you waiting for? Get up, be baptized and wash your
sins away, calling on His name (Acts 22:16).

These words are very plain: Up to the point of Acts 22, verse 16, Saul’s sins are still on
him and need to be washed away. That washing is to be at baptism, with its call to Christ.
In the 22nd chapter of Acts, Paul is the one giving us Ananias’ words. Was Paul saved by
faith? Yes. Was Paul saved by calling on the name of the Lord? Yes. And Paul himself
shows (in Acts and again in his letters) that this begins at baptism. The Lord Himself
gives baptism as the effective way for us to start “calling” on His name. Why? Because it
shows that our call or appeal is to the grace given in His Gospel event! At baptism our
sins are washed away by faith, for faith really does meet His saving death for the first
time. Jesus Himself has sent Ananias, so there can be no mistake. Yet, even if Jesus has
not taken such a direct part, we can be just as sure. For we recognize here the fulfillment
of Jesus’ commands and promises given in His Great Commission:
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He said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the Good News to all
creation. Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever
does not believe will be condemned” (Mark 16:15-16).

Scripture does not say, “Whoever believes and is saved may be baptized.” It places both
“believes” and “is baptized” before “saved.” Both belief and baptism are spoken of in the
same way, as leading to salvation. Why then is unbelief the only thing, in Mark 16:16,
that leads to death? For the simple reason that no person, while in unbelief, will ever
receive biblical baptism (belief obeying). Refusal to believe Jesus’ words keeps one from
repenting. It thus keeps one from completing the obedience — baptism — where believers
share in the Gospel event.

Peter Too Was Fulfilling The Great Commission

A number of days after Jesus gives the Great Commission, Peter announces that Jesus is
Lord and Christ. Many there believe and are “cut to the heart.” They call out, “What shall
we do?” In answer Peter delivers Christ’s command and promise for sinners seeking the
way out of their sins:

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).

“For the forgiveness of sins,” is the same wording used to show the purpose of Jesus’
blood (Matthew 26:28). Sins are removed by the blood. Yet, since one meets Christ’s
death (and with it His blood) in baptism, baptism can also be “for the forgiveness of
sins.”

Is Peter, in Acts 2, speaking only of an outward symbol? Let Peter himself answer. In 1
Peter 3:20-21 he shows the importance of “water.” He even uses the word “symbolizes.”
Is Peter saying that baptism’s water is the symbol? No, Peter says that the symbol was the
water of the great flood. God used that water to save Noah and his family from the
wicked world. That water, of long ago, was a symbol (a figure or type) pointing ahead to
the present reality — baptism for us. (A symbol always has less value than the reality to
which it points. In this case, the old flood water has the lesser value, the symbolic value.
The water of baptism has the far greater value of the spiritual reality given by Christ.)
Peter then explains the purpose of baptism:

. a few people, eight in all, were saved through water, and this water
symbolizes baptism that now saves you also — not the removal of dirt
from the body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God. It saves
you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ (1 Peter 3:21).

Notice how Peter ties water baptism to the Gospel event of resurrection. This shows that
he is discussing the same baptism as Paul (Romans 6; Colossians 2). Peter is careful to
remind us that this is not merely an outward bath for the body. (Jewish religious washings
tended to be outward rituals, and baptism is not like them.) It deals with the inner
“conscience.” Though baptism has physical water and a human body, it is not aimed
toward the eyes of men. Instead, its pledge or appeal is “toward God.” Treating baptism
only as a surface kind of symbolism — for human eyes — departs from Scripture’s strong
emphasis on baptism’s spiritual, saving purpose.
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Human reasoning may think,
“A visible thing can only have a visible nature and purpose;

it is earthly and therefore not spiritual.”

Some Greeks thought that way. That is why they rejected either the fleshly nature of
Jesus or His divine nature. Yet the apostles testified to the fact that the spiritual nature of
Jesus was combined with the physical — God truly became flesh! If God so wills, He can
put physical and spiritual together! Baptism has a visible side — “water” (which does have
some use as a ‘picture’). But, of far greater importance in Scripture, God has combined
that visible side with spiritual purpose in baptism — “new life” through the Gospel event.
This combining of physical and spiritual is proved by God’s careful and clear wording in
Acts 2 and 22, Romans 6, Colossians 2 and 1 Peter 3.

IS BAPTISM A “WORK?”

Some people find it difficult to submit to a physical act, even if it does have a spiritual
meaning. They fear that if fleshly bodies “do” anything tied to salvation, that doing must
be a “work” seeking to earn salvation. They know that Paul spoke against “works,” and
stressed that salvation is “by grace . . . though faith” (Ephesians 2:8; like Romans 3:24-
28). Therefore, thinking of baptism as a “work,” they fight any teaching that treats
baptism as necessary or required.

Though human ideas from history do affect all

the idea that baptism may be a
work.

An old religious group does teach a
kind of salvation by works. They do
many things for earning advancement
with God. Centuries ago they added
their form of ‘baptism’ to their long
list of works. Much of today’s
confusion over baptism arises from
their mistaken view of ‘baptism’ as a
work of human merit. That old group
still treats baptism as one of its many
ritual works. Unfortunately, many
who protest against that old group
continue thinking of baptism as a
‘work.” Trapped by this false
meaning, they feel it their duty to
oppose even the need for the true
baptism of the Bible.

thinking. We should all return to God’s will
for baptism. As we study the New Testament
we are struck by the fact that God’s word
never calls baptism a “work.” Never does the
Bible treat it as a work of merit. (That
definition came through men’s traditions
much later.) Look again at the Bible’s
strongest statements about water, and water
baptism’s link with salvation — Matthew 28;
Mark 1, 16; John 3; Acts 2, 8, 9, 10, 16, 19, 22,
23; Romans 6; Galatians 3; Ephesians 5;
Colossians 2; Hebrews 10; Titus 3 and 1 Peter
3. Did you notice how often these are found in
the middle of famous passages for God’s
grace and against “works?” Baptism, for New
Testament writers, was always about grace
and faith, and never about the wrong kind of
human effort.

The Jewish leaders helped to prove this.
They rejected baptism for themselves (Luke 7:29-30).
Obviously they saw nothing in this baptism to feed their self-righteousness.
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Remember that the command to sinners is “be baptized” (Acts 2:38). This wording is
passive, the opposite of active. It means that the sinner is not actively doing or working.
Instead he is receiving what another does to him. (In fact, the most important action being
done to him is Christ’s operation that cuts away the old man of sin, Colossians 2:11-12).
To be immersed in water is so brief, so plain and so passive that it is hard to see it as
some great thing deserving of eternal reward. This may be one of the reasons that God
chose immersion in water. It is so simple and submissive that it reflects well the truth that
the sinner is not laboring to save himself. What person of faith could possibly think that
being dipped for a few moments under water “earns” him anything? (How much do you
earn from your boss when you go for a swim, or have a bath?) Biblical baptism, in both
its outward nature and its inward nature, is all about grace.

WHAT ABOUT THE THIEF ON THE CROSS?

Some say, “Jesus saved the thief on the cross without baptism (Luke 23:43), so He saves
me without baptism.” It is possible, of course, that the thief had previously been baptized.
(“All the people,” including the ‘sinners,” were baptized; see Luke 3:21; 7:29; Matthew
3:5-6; 21:32; John 4:1.) But, for the sake of this discussion, let us imagine that the thief
had never before heard or responded to the preaching of John and Jesus. Does that make
the thief an example for us about Christian baptism? We should never doubt that the
saving of the thief is a great example. How clearly we see in it the meaning of grace.
What could the thief offer to God? Nothing. His crimes were well known. His life was
about to end. His only hope was the kindness of God. When he turned to Christ, that gift
of mercy was freely given! Thanks be to God for His great, grace-filled heart!

Yet the thief is not an example for everything . ..

He is not an example suggesting that we should wait until life’s last moments to return to
God. Nor is the thief an example about baptism for us. He could neither leave out
Christian baptism, nor receive it, for Christian baptism had not yet begun. (John’s
baptism was to prepare people for the coming of Christ. John’s baptism was no longer in
effect after Jesus had risen. See Acts 19:1-6.) The baptism commanded in the Great
Commission (Matthew 28) was first preached seven weeks after the thief died. At that
later date, 3000 were baptized for the first time “in the name of Jesus Christ for the
forgiveness of your sins,” and they received “the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38). This
Christian baptism, practiced from Pentecost onward, joins in the Lord’s death, burial and
resurrection (Romans 6; 1 Peter 3:21). How could the thief be baptized into the Gospel
event when it had not yet taken place?

The New Covenant began after Christ’s death (Hebrews 9:16-17). Could the thief receive
the baptism of the New Covenant? No, for the thief was in an earlier time, before the
New Covenant came into effect. Therefore the thief cannot be made into a complete
example about the place of Christian baptism in the New Covenant. It is especially wrong
to make the thief into a thief again, robbing people today of their clear duty to submit to
the baptism of the Great Commission.

SHOULD A SINNER JUST PRAY?
You may have heard a popular message, which goes like this:
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You can be saved right now by inviting Jesus, as Lord and Savior, into your heart.
You will be born again when you sincerely say this simple prayer, “Jesus, I confess
my sins and turn away from them. I give my life to you, confessing you as Lord and
Savior. Come in and sit on the throne of my heart right now. Forgive and cleanse me.
Fill me with Your Spirit. Amen.”

Is anything missing from this message?

Before going further, let us make clear why we ask this. We ask as sincere friends, who
are also seeking Jesus. Because we care deeply about honoring the Lord and His will, and
because we care about the people for whom He died, we must ask even the difficult
questions. Truth has nothing to fear from honest questions. It is important that all come to
Christ in His way, for He alone is Lord and Savior. We appreciate the way so many today
work hard to spread the story of Jesus. Yet, in respect for Jesus and His word, we
remember that His early Christians did tell sinners to be baptized. Therefore, in all
honesty and in all love, we must ask, “Does baptism have a part? Or are we saved
through believing prayer alone?”

In the Psalms David often confessed his sinfulness. He pleaded for God to give him a
clean heart. When David did this, God removed his sin immediately (2 Samuel 12:13).
Old Testament examples such as this remind us how willing and swift God is to forgive.
We completely rely on the same faithful love of God. Like David, we lift our hearts in
praise for overflowing mercy!

As we read the Old Testament, we also remember that David was part of a special
agreement or “covenant” with God. God made this covenant with the whole nation of
Israel. God was merciful to people of other nations; but it was to Israel that He gave the
clearest promises about prayer and forgiveness (Deuteronomy 4:7; 2 Chronicles 6:36-39;
Nehemiah 9:28).

David came into the covenant nation, Israel, through birth and circumcision. The same
was true of all male Jews. Later, when Jesus worked among the Jews, He was working
with covenant people. This included the thief on the cross, who asked for and received
God’s favor.

Something New Is Happening

However, as we read the New Testament, it is clear that something new is happening.
John the Baptizer, and then Jesus, begin to require baptism (which had never been
required by God before). In this setting, John and Jesus warn the Jews not to depend on
being children of Abraham (Matthew 3:9; John 5:33). Jesus tells a national leader,
Nicodemus, that his fleshly birth is just that — fleshly, earthly. Entry into God’s kingdom
cannot be based on special rights from his Jewish birth. Nicodemus must be born again.
At first Nicodemus misunderstands. He thinks that Jesus means coming from a mother
again. But Jesus is not referring to a physical birth, so He makes it clear to Nicodemus:

I tell you the truth, no one can enter the kingdom of God unless he is born
of water and the Spirit (John 3:5).

Notice that Jesus does not tell Nicodemus simply to pray a prayer such as Psalm 51. A
new kingdom is near (Matthew 3:2; 4:23). Jesus introduces the condition for entering it —
a new condition. (No one in Old Testament times was told to be born of water and Spirit.)
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What is Nicodemus to understand by this “water?”’
Events that are going on help to give an answer:
John is requiring something new for Jews;
he is commanding them to be baptized in water!
Large numbers are going to the Jordan.
Jesus Himself has set the example, and God has honored it.
Jesus is also “gaining and baptizing more disciples than John” (John 4:1; see also John
3:26).

This is the picture from the events just before and after Nicodemus visits Jesus at night.
Leaders like Nicodemus are confused. Should they, the ‘best’ of all Jews, also submit to
immersion in water? Many Jewish leaders are refusing to go into the water (Matthew
21:25, 32; Luke 7:30). It is at this very time, in this very setting, that Jesus makes
Nicodemus face a vital truth: Nicodemus’ birth as a Jew gives him no special place in the
kingdom of God. In order to enter this new kingdom, a new, spiritual birth is required —
the birth of water and Spirit!

SYMBOLIC MEANINGS?

In recent times some have suggested that “water” should not be taken in its normal or
literal sense. They offer other meanings for which water might stand, as a word symbol.
These suggested meanings often have difficulty answering the usual questions of good
Bible study, like these:

How do these meanings fit the context?

Remember that words are best understood in their context, that is, in light of surrounding
verses, and what is happening at that time.

How could the hearer (in this case Nicodemus) be expected
to understand what “water” figuratively stands for?

Remember that Nicodemus’ very life depends on receiving the birth of John 3:5. He
needs to understand what Jesus is talking about. Remember also that Jesus expects
Nicodemus to be able to grasp the things of which He speaks. See John 3:10.

How can anyone be sure which symbolic meaning is correct?

Remember that John 3:5 is requiring something essential for every person needing life in
God's kingdom. There should be no mistake about its meaning.

How did so many miss these meanings for so long?

Remember that for well over 1000 years after the apostles, virtually every known
Christian writer who commented on John 3:5 said that its water referred to baptism.

Why try to replace literal “water” with a meaning that has to be guessed about?

Remember that Jesus and John use literal water. Romans 6:4 shows “new life” starting at
baptism. Efforts to remove water from this new, spiritual birth fail anyway; there are
many other plain passages about entering union with Christ through baptism.
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No Exceptions
Since both John the Baptizer and Jesus Himself were requiring baptism in water, the
meaning of water seems quite clear.

But what if King David had lived at the time Jesus spoke to Nicodemus? Would Jesus
have told David to be born again of water and the Spirit? Yes, even David, while praying
with all of his broken heart, would still have to go through this rebirth! For Jesus’
wording allows no exception.

Notice the repeated force of Jesus’ words, “No one can enter the kingdom of God
unless . . .” Jesus literally says, “Truly, truly” three times — six reminders that this is
essential truth! In the direct face of such force, what person of faith could reject the role
of water? What believer, in that context, could choose instead to say the sinner’s prayer
alone?

The speech of John 3 continues. Jesus says that those who believe in Him will have
everlasting life (John 3:14-16, 18). Does this mean that John 3:3, 5 is no longer important?
Of course not. We all understand that the “believe” of John 3:16 is a term of trust and
submission, which fully responds to God’s will. “Believe” includes repentance. (It
certainly does not leave it out!) “Believe” also includes birth of water and the Spirit,
which the Lord required just moments before. (“Believe” certainly does not leave out
either “water” or “Spirit”! Imagine Nicodemus arguing, “I do believe that You are the
Messiah. Therefore I do not really need whatever You meant by birth of water and the
Spirit.” Such words sound more like unbelief than belief. True belief respects Jesus so
much that it submits to His words — words that give eternal life. See John 6:63; 12:48-50;
1 Peter 1:23.)

Precious Promises . . . In Their Context
Connected with the new kingdom is the New Covenant (Hebrews 8, 12). This New
Covenant has far better promises, promises of complete forgiveness and acceptance.

For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more
(Hebrews 8:12).

If we walk in the light . . . the blood of Jesus, His Son, purifies us from all
sin (1 John 1:7).

If we confess our sins, He . . . will forgive our sins and purify us from all
unrighteousness (1 John 1:9).

I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears My voice and opens the
door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with Me (Revelation 3:20).

These are precious promises indeed. Through the Gospel event God has proved their
reality to us! In all our joy for forgiveness, we are still careful to treat Scripture
accurately (2 Timothy 2:15). We ask simple, but necessary, questions like,

“To whom are these promises spoken?”
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In each case we find that the above passages are written to or about Christians. That is,
they refer to members of Christ’s New Covenant. They are not speaking about
nonmembers. Take Revelation 3:20 as an example. Many people use it to say to non-
Christians, “Invite Jesus into your heart.” Yet it was actually written to Christians,
members of Christ’s church at Laodicea. These members had strayed, gradually closing
Jesus out of their lives. So the passage is really about how members come back to Christ.
Such members should repent and let Jesus back into their hearts. This is how they renew
fellowship with Jesus after they have already entered the New Covenant.

What if we want to know how non-members are to enter fellowship with Christ? For the
clearest answer, we should go to Scriptures on that specific subject. Such passages
address non-members, or remind members how they first came into Christ. Look, for
example, at Acts 2. Peter speaks to Jews who have not yet entered the New Covenant
(which had only recently begun; see Mark 14:24-25; Hebrews 9:15). What does Peter say
to these nonmembers? He proves the truth of the Gospel. He reminds them of the
prophets’ predictions, along with Joel’s great promise, “Everyone who calls on the name
of the Lord will be saved” (Acts 2:21). The Jews then ask what they should do. Peter is
very specific about the Lord’s reply: “Repent and be baptized . . . .” (Acts 2:38). Hence,
when first entering the New Covenant, “calling on the name of the Lord” must include
repentance and baptism. Peter’s own description shows that in baptism one is speaking to
God, making the conscience’s “pledge” or “appeal” to Him (1 Peter 3:21). This matches
the case of Saul. Saul prayed fervently after He had seen the risen Christ (Acts 9:11). Yet
those prayers were not the ‘calling on the name of the Lord’ that cleanses sins away. Acts
22:16 shows that Saul was later cleansed while “calling on His name” in baptism.
“Accepting Jesus” is not just a matter of words offered to God. It should mean accepting
Jesus in the way Jesus Himself requires. If we confess Jesus as Lord, we would not want
to try any other way! For the one who has not yet received biblical baptism, the way to
“accept Jesus” is to believe Jesus enough to be baptized into Him and into His Gospel
event.

Acts 8 Has A Good Example Of How Context Makes A Difference

In becoming a Christian, Simon the Sorcerer “believed and was baptized” (Acts 8:13).
Later, Simon lets his old sinful ways return. He needs cleansing. Is he told to be
baptized again? No. When he was a non-Christian he had needed baptism, for entrance
into Christ. As a Christian he is told something different. Peter commands him:
“Repent of this wickedness and pray to the Lord” (Acts 8:22).

Simon has already entered the New Covenant. Therefore, if Simon is repentant, this
covenant's High Priest gives Simon special access to God (Hebrews 4:14-16; 10:19-
22; 1 John 2:1). Simon has already become a member of God's family. He now has the
special right of a child to go and speak with his Father. Acts 8 shows that it is right to
tell any straying member, “Repent and pray.”

Acts 8 gives no right to say to non-members, “Return to God by just repenting and
praying.” Imagine using entrance conditions (designed for non-members) as if they are
commands for members: All of us would be baptized over and over! If you can see the
error in this, you can also see the problem of applying directly to non-members
conditions and privileges meant for members.
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We pay attention to context because careless handling of Scripture is not respectful, and
can lead to tragic results. Non-members may hear wonderful parts of Christ’s message.
Yet, if they do not hear how to enter Christ, they may miss all the blessings found within
Christ. How sad for those kept out of God’s kingdom; how terrible for those who keep
them out (Matthew 7:13-23; 23:13).

Cornelius Was A Praying Person

Prayer is one of the greatest blessings found in Christ (John 15:7, 16). However, God in
His mercy, also pays attention to those still trying to find Him. Cornelius is such a person.
His prayers and gifts to the poor rise up to God (Acts 10:1-4). Though Cornelius prays
sincerely and continually, praying itself does not save him. He is told to send for the
Christian, Peter, who “will bring you a message through which you and all your
household will be saved” (Acts 11:14; see 10:5-8). When Peter arrives, he reminds
Cornelius and his people of the things they have known about Jesus (Acts 10:37-38).
Peter speaks, as an eyewitness, of Christ’s resurrection. He assures them that “everyone
who believes in Him receives forgiveness of sins through His name” (Acts 10:43). While
Peter speaks, Christ suddenly pours His Spirit onto all listening to the message. They are
miraculously able to speak languages they have never learned before.

This sign from heaven is important, for God is using this occasion for a vital change in
the early church. Until this time, no completely non-Jewish person has become a
Christian. Even if Peter were to baptize Cornelius in the usual way, many Jewish
Christians would never accept him. Jewish members strongly feel that any Gentile, who
remains uncircumcized, cannot enter God’s kingdom. So the Lord acts directly from
heaven. He sends amazing miracles, including baptism in the Spirit, on Cornelius. As
soon as Peter sees these things, he says,

Can anyone keep these people from being baptized with water? They have
received the Holy Spirit just as we have. So he ordered that they be
baptized in the name of Jesus Christ (Acts 10:47-48).

A thing’s purpose can be known by seeing how it is used. We need to see how Peter -
directed by Christ - actually uses the miraculous outpouring of the Spirit in Acts 10.

As an apostle, Peter has “keys” of authority and entrance (Matthew 16:18; 18:18; Acts
2:14-40). The events surrounding Cornelius’ conversion — as an important, new stage for
the church — are already exceptional. Does Peter use Cornelius’ baptism in the Spirit to
prove that water baptism is not necessary in this unusual case? Far from it. Peter uses
heaven’s sign as proof that Cornelius must be baptized. Baptism cannot be denied; it is
immediately required. That is Peter’s response to the miracles of Acts 10. Why? Peter
knows that Jews feel Gentiles have no part in Christ’s people. Peter also knows that
baptism is for entrance to Christ and His blessings (Acts 2:38, 41, 47; 1 Peter 3:21).
Placing the miracles of Acts 10 with these facts, Peter comes to the correct conclusion:
Cornelius is fully acceptable for entrance, that is, for water baptism. No one can argue
against it, for God has used the very same beginning signs for Gentiles as He had for
Jews (Acts 11:17).
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So we find baptism’s essential role in all New Testament cases following the Gospel
event. We find it even in the most exceptional cases. That is why Scripture says all
Christians (“all of you”) had been baptized into Christ (Acts 2:38, 41; Romans 6:3;
Galatians 3:27). This truth is consistent throughout the New Testament in passages about
non-Christians becoming Christians. In such passages we never see prayer alone. What
we do see is sinners coming to salvation through “the washing of rebirth and renewal by
the Holy Spirit” (Titus 3:5). In other words, we see exactly what Jesus requires for
entrance to His kingdom — new birth of water and the Spirit.

SHOULD BABIES BE BAPTIZED?

In some groups it is a common custom to sprinkle water on babies and to call that
tradition ‘baptism’ or ‘christening.” When the babies grow up, they think that they have
already been baptized. But, in fact, they have never received the baptism required by the
teachings of Jesus. Though men have made up many different ‘baptisms,” the New
Testament recognizes just “one baptism” (Ephesians 4:5). While they are still very young,
little children cannot fit into the Bible’s description of this one baptism for several
reasons:

1. Before one can be truly baptized he must be taught to follow Christ. Those who
are becoming “learners” or “disciples” are to be baptized (Matthew 28:19; see
also Romans 10:17). Notice Acts 2:41: “Those who accepted his message were
baptized.”

2. Before real baptism one must place His trust in the Good News of Christ (Mark
16:16; Acts 8:12-13; Hebrews 11:6). This is all-important because in biblical
baptism one is raised through his faith (Colossians 2:12). Notice that Colossians 2
does not say “raised through the faith of another.”

3. Before genuine baptism one must “repent;” that is, he must choose to give his life
fully to Christ (Acts 2:38; see also Acts 3:19). The decision to obey the Gospel
comes from the person’s heart (Romans 6:17).

Israelites entered the Old Covenant by birth and, in the case of boys, by circumcision on
the eighth day after birth. Thus there were many in that Old Covenant who did not know
anything about God. They had to learn as they grew up. God promised that the New
Covenant would “not be like” the Old Covenant, especially in this matter (Hebrews 8:7-
13).

No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a man his brother, saying,
“Know the Lord,” because they will all know Me, from the least of them
to the greatest (Hebrews 8:11; quoting Jeremiah 31:34).

In this New Covenant, not even “the least” (the smallest person) needs to learn to know
God. Why? Because each one learns of God before entering (John 6:45; Matthew 28:19;
Mark 16:15-16; Acts 2:41). “All” — every person — already has knowledge of God’s will.
It is written “in their minds” and “on their hearts” (Hebrews 8:10). Why? Because
entering the New Covenant involves believing, repenting, and then obeying “from the
heart” or “wholeheartedly” (Romans 6:17). It is not surprising then that the New
Testament never speaks of children being baptized. Instead, we read passages like Acts
8:12:
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But when they believed Philip as he preached the Good News of the
kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were baptized, both
men and women.

When Households Turned To Christ

Some have suggested that children might have been included when “households”
(families and their servants) were won to Christ (Acts 10; 16:14-15; 29-34; 1 Corinthians
1:16). However, not one case actually mentions little children. Often these cases use
words that cannot apply to babies. Look, for example, at verses from Acts 10.

He and all his family were devout and God-fearing . . . . Cornelius was
expecting them and had called together his relatives and close friends . . . .
the Holy Spirit came on all who heard the message . . . (Acts 10:2, 24, 44).

Many households are made up of adults and their grown-up children. Merely guessing
that small children were present (and if present were also baptized) is not helpful. Indeed,
such guessing is harmful when used to remove the many clear proofs that New Testament
baptism required learning, faith and repentance.

Ancient Traditions

Some want to fit baptism of babies into Christianity because of their own very old
traditions. Yet Jesus teaches us to learn the difference between what comes from men and
what comes from God (Mark 11:30; Galatians 1:10). Jesus strongly warns us against
human traditions forcing out God’s commands (Mark 7:1-13; Colossians 2:8; Titus 1:14).
Some fear that their children might not go to heaven if they die without baptism. Again,
we must realize that the idea of babies suffering in eternity has not come from Holy
Scripture. (Words like ‘limbo’ and ‘purgatory’ are not even found in God’s word. Such
words and ideas have come from men’s traditions.) When Jesus spoke of little children,
He did not use them as examples of wickedness. Instead, He held them high as examples
about His kingdom (Matthew 18:2-4; 19:14).

There is an old teaching that children die spiritually for the sins of their parents. Children
often suffer in this life from bad things their parents have done; we see this suffering
every day. But the Bible is very clear that God does not count a child “guilty” because of
a parent’s (or ancestor’s) sins. God showed this in the civil law He gave to the Israelites.

Fathers shall not be put to death for their children, nor children put to
death for their fathers; each is to die for his own sin (Deuteronomy 24:16).

This basic rule of fairness had to do with physical death. Later, God showed that He uses
the same rule when He sentences people to spiritual death.

The soul who sins is the one who will die. The son will not share the guilt
of the father, nor will the father share the guilt of the son (Ezekiel 18:20).

This should not surprise us. Even our human sense of fairness tells us that each person is
responsible for his own crimes. We do not kill an innocent baby because of his father’s
faults. How much more fair, just — and merciful — is God! “All His ways are just”
(Deuteronomy 32:4). The idea that God is so unjust as to condemn babies is not from
God. The idea that babies are filled with wickedness, and have no good of any kind, is
not from God. Look at how Jesus treated little children. Listen to what He said about
them.
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He called a little child and had him stand among them. And He said: “I tell
you the truth, unless you change and become like little children, you will
never enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever humbles himself
like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. . . .” Jesus said,
“Let the little children come to Me, and do not hinder them, for the
kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these” (Matthew 18:2-4; 19:14).

The Gospel is especially for those who have broken God’s laws and need forgiveness
(Acts 2). The fact that Jesus did not mention or require anything for saving babies shows
that they are not in danger. While young, they are not held responsible in the same way
adults are, for they do not know good and evil (Deuteronomy 1:39; Isaiah 7:16; see also
Genesis 3:22 and Romans 7:9). Therefore they have no need of repentance and baptism.

Parents . . . as you search the Scriptures (Acts 17:11), suppose you find that your
group’s traditions come from men, not from God. You would not be helping your
children by fooling yourself and them into thinking all is well. Truly caring for your
children surely means wanting them to find the truth, which leads to full life “in
Christ.” For their sake, have the courage to be the one who makes a fresh start. Break
the cycle of disobedience that traps families for generations. Lead in doing what
Scripture clearly commands. Set the example of real faith. As your children grow up,
teach them the Gospel. The time will come when they will need it. Let them share the
joy of rising to new life with Christ. They will thank you for it, because this really is
Good News!

WHY DO SO MANY FEEL SAVED?

Many today think that they were saved apart from biblical baptism. Large numbers
sincerely believe they were saved when ‘baptized’ as babies. Others, who are equally
sincere, claim to have been saved through prayer alone. People in both groups have the
strongest feelings of closeness to God. Both groups point to amazing events in their lives
(such as answered prayers) as proof that they are saved. These ‘saved’ experiences and
feelings came to them without immersion. Therefore they feel that their own lives prove
that immersion is not necessary.

All of this may truly puzzle you, especially if God’s word has clearly shown you that
immersion is necessary. How can people enjoy so many blessings and feelings of
salvation, when they have never been immersed into Christ? Firstly, we should recognize
that, while feelings can be right, they can also be wrong. Think of this example:

A man gets drunk and beats his wife, chasing her out of the house. Later, he
struggles in his heart over the question of inviting his wife back. Finally, after
many days, he makes an important decision: He will apologize to his wife and
ask for her forgiveness. Just making the right decision lifts a great burden of
guilt from his mind. He writes to his wife a letter making peace. He thinks, “She
is a good woman. She will surely forgive me.” What a wonderful feeling to
know that the problem is solved! In his hurry to post his letter, the man forgets
to write an address on it. His wife never receives the letter. After waiting a long
time, she finally leaves the country.
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The man in the story feels good. He feels forgiven. Yet those feelings prove nothing
about how close he really is to his wife, do they? For the wife’s forgiveness to be real,
that forgiveness must take place in her mind. The same is true about forgiveness from
God. When people decide to change and live better, they feel better. They often take their
good feelings to mean that God now approves of them. Yet, in order for forgiveness to be
real, there must be real contact with God. (The “address,” or place of meeting with God,
is in the death of His Son.) For forgiveness to be real, it must actually take place in the
mind of God. Forgiveness is on His terms, not ours. Just feeling in our minds that all is
well does not make it so. We only know if we are forgiven when we learn what has
happened in the mind of God.

Choose Your Master!

Scripture reveals to us the mind of God (1 Corinthians 2:10-16; 2 Timothy 3:15-16). Will
we follow Scripture? Or will we follow our own feelings? Jesus taught that you cannot
have two masters. Are you convinced that Jesus speaks to you through Scripture? Then
determine to listen to Scripture, no matter what other voices may say. Human views are
not equal to the inspired word of God. When you place your faith in your experiences,
and how you feel about them, then you may turn into your own ‘god.” You move the true
God further from the throne of your heart.

Can this really happen to religious people? Listen to Jesus:

Not everyone who says to Me, “Lord, Lord,” will enter the kingdom of
heaven, but only he who does the will of My Father who is in heaven.
Many will say to Me on that day, “Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in
Your name, and in Your name drive out demons and perform many
miracles?” (Matthew 7:21-22).

Before we read more from Matthew 7, think about these verses. Do these “many” people
think they are Christians? They certainly do their religious work in Christ’s name. Their
words at Christ’s judgment throne show that they think they have a good case. Why?
Because of great experiences and successes they think — and likely feel — they enjoyed in
Jesus’ name. How confident their question in Matthew 7:22 sounds! How terrible then
the surprise that comes next! Jesus, as Judge, must send these people away in shame.

Then I will tell them plainly, “I never knew you. Away from Me, you
evildoers!” (Matthew 7:23).

Matthew 7:23 is not about unbelievers, for these people confess Christ. Nor is it about
real Christians, for Jesus says to them, “I never knew you.” Jesus’ words mean they have
never entered into union with Him. How could people do many great things in Christ’s
name, yet not even start their new life with Christ? Matthew 7 makes the answer very
clear. In Matthew 7:23 the literal meaning of “evildoers” is “without law,” or “lawless
ones.” These “many” are ‘believers’ of a sort. Yet the word “lawless” proves that they
fall into Satan’s oldest trap: In some way they treat God’s word for them as unimportant.

How can this happen to people who confess Jesus as “Lord?”’
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The wording of Matthew 7:21-23 suggests people who place their faith in calling, “Lord,
Lord.” And their way seems to work — look at all their powerful wonders and experiences!
Surely these works prove their closeness to the King. They feel so sure of their place in
the kingdom that they fail to notice one fact. They have not obeyed what is necessary for
entering the kingdom. Entrance to the kingdom is Jesus’ subject in Matthew 7:21. The
King “never knew” them (in the sense of spiritual friendship). Their main disobedience
was not in matters of kingdom living, for they never came into His kingdom!

Therefore, their “lawless” or disobedient attitude must be against basic requirements for
entering the kingdom. (Remember, in Matthew 7:21-23, Jesus is talking about entering
the kingdom.) These people seem to have some measure of faith. In some way they
confess Jesus as Lord. Which entrance requirements are left? Could it be that they never
really repent? Do they, perhaps, leave out a command as clear as baptism for forgiveness
of sins? “Lawless” people find many reasons to reject commands that do not fit their way
of thinking. “Many,” Jesus predicts, will be lost in this way. You can see His prophecy
coming true. For “many” today claim to be Christians without any real fruit of repentance.
And “many” today claim to be Christians without receiving baptism into Christ.

Two Modern Problems: “Truth” and “Faith”

How tragic to miss something as simple, yet as vital, as being born into Christ and His
kingdom! Yet it is sadly true that many are sincere in thinking they should not obey.
Some have fallen for a loose, humanistic idea of truth: “Truth is not universal; it can
change from person to person. A biblical command may be true for you, but not for
me.” Others are trapped by a twisted idea of faith: “We are saved by faith. God sees
faith in our hearts. Therefore outward obedience is not necessary. Anyone needing to
visibly obey is turning away from pure faith; he is trying to be saved by his own
work.” Both false ideas help to explain the weak state of many kinds of modern
‘Christianity.” It all becomes a matter of personal feelings and tastes (2 Timothy 4:3).
People choose to ‘visibly obey’ only so much as they like. How do we return to true
Christianity? Take our personal views, wishes and feelings off the throne! Let Jesus
rule again! The warning of Matthew 7:21-23 shows that we can never allow personal
feelings and experiences to push aside the plain teaching of God’s word. The true way
to confess Jesus as Lord includes obeying what He commands (Matthew 7; Luke
6:46).

Jesus is “the Source of eternal life for all who obey Him” (Hebrews 5:9).

WHO ARE YOU TO JUDGE?

In a discussion of Gospel obedience, this question usually means, “By bringing up the
necessity of baptism, you become a judge saying that others may be lost without it.” The
teaching of Jesus against judging is often quoted (Matthew 7:1).

Jesus does show that there are wrong kinds of judging. These include using double
standards (Matthew 7:2), shallow standards (John 7:24), and human standards (John
8:15). In each passage Jesus also shows that there is a right kind of judging. In John 7 and
8, Jesus stresses that only divine judgment matters. He commands, “Stop judging by mere
appearances, and make a right judgment” (John 7:24).
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Think again about Matthew 7. Jesus points at two choices, a narrow road to life and a
broad road to death. He urges us to enter the narrow one, implying a decision for one
road and against the other. He warns us to recognize false teachers by their fruit. This
suggests judgment, not only about what is true or false, but also about who is true or false.
Jesus will condemn “many” because they do not obey Him (Matthew 7:21-27). Clearly —
though they call Him “Lord” — they fail to judge between obedience and disobedience,
truth and error, right and wrong. They should test more carefully the teachers and teach-
ings they received (Matthew 7; Acts 17:11; 1 Corinthians 5:1-6:3; 14:29; 2 Corinthians
10:5-6; 11:13-15; 1 Timothy 1:3; 4:1-6; 2 Peter 2:1-3; 1 John 4:1; Revelation 2:2, 20). Be
aware that Satan is a real enemy, who works very hard to ruin us (1 Peter 5:8; Revelation
12).

We must, therefore, face today’s most pressing problem: There are different groups
teaching different ways to come to Christ. We would like (in the spirit of doing to others
as we want them to do to us) to think that each group is sincere and well-meaning. The
same Christ-like spirit trains us not to quarrel or be rude (1 Corinthians 13; 2 Timothy
2:23-26). We always try to be kind and respectful. While growing in these positive
attitudes, we also grow in taking all of Christ’s words and warnings seriously. We seek to
find, follow and share Christ’s way. You be the judge — is that so wrong?

Were Early Christians Bad Judges?

Peter commanded God-fearing people to obey Christ by repenting and being baptized
(Acts 2, 10). Priscilla and Aquila explained baptism more accurately to the godly
preacher Apollos (Acts 18:26). Paul, finding some who had been immersed with John’s
baptism, had them immersed again into the name of the Christ (Acts 19:1-5). Were Peter,
Priscilla, Aquila and Paul ‘judging’ others (in the bad sense)? If they had been teaching
or requiring their own ideas, they might have been judging in a human way. In fact, they
were simply being faithful servants for the will of Christ.

For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as
your servants for Jesus’ sake (2 Corinthians 4:5).

Acts 19:1-5 deserves attention. “Disciples” were following the truth they had learned
from John the Baptizer. But much had happened since John died. These disciples had not
yet heard about the Holy Spirit, nor about Christian baptism. Paul taught them the truths
they had missed. Was Paul acting as a judge against them? Actually, he was becoming
their dear friend. Should they feel that all their earlier seeking for God was wasted?
Actually, God was using good things of their past to prepare them for more complete
faith and obedience. Like Apollos, they were learning “the way of God more adequately”
(Acts 18:26). Thanks be to God, they refused to bury themselves in their past. They chose
to build on the past’s best attitudes of trust and obedience. When they knew more, they
could obey more fully: “On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord
Jesus” (Acts 19:5).
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Because Jesus is Lord, it is wrong to be ashamed of His words and His Gospel (Mark
8:38; Romans 1:16). It is right to respect, obey and boldly tell His teachings (Acts
4:31; 5:29; Ephesians 6:19-20).

Because Jesus is Savior, it is right to love Him above all, and to be controlled by His
love (Luke 14:26; 2 Corinthians 5:14). We express that love through obeying Jesus
and helping others (1 John 4:7-5:3).

Because Jesus is Judge (2 Corinthians 5:10), it is right to make His requirements and
judgments known. For He has already revealed how He will judge (John 12:48). He
will punish “those who do not know God and do not obey the Gospel” (2 Thessalon-
ians 1:7-9).

Is teaching people to believe the Gospel a wrong ‘judging’ of others? In the same way,
teaching people to obey the Gospel is not wrongful ‘judging’ either. Instead, such
teaching loves friends, family and others enough to help them escape judgment.
Remember the heart of the Good News: Salvation is through faith in Jesus’ death, burial
and resurrection (1 Corinthians 15; Romans 5). Faith takes God at His word — and the
word says that biblical baptism shares with Christ in His Gospel event. Acts 22, Romans
6, Colossians 2 and Galatians 3 are inspired Scriptures, not human ideas. It is right to
follow the way Jesus gives, for Jesus is Lord, Savior and Judge!

Do you believe the Gospel?
Have you obeyed the Gospel?

The Gospel is worth believing, obeying and sharing because . . .
this is Good News!

After you have carefully studied this lesson, please turn to page 94 to take the test for
lesson four.
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Each question offers three ways to complete a sentence about a Scripture. Only one of
these ways is the correct answer. In this example, the Scripture is Romans 1:16. The only
answer that correctly completes this Scripture’s statement is (C), “the Gospel.”

[Romans 1:16] I am not ashamed of ... (A) my chains (in prison), (B) the cross, (C) the
Gospel.

1.

10.

[Mark 1:14-15] “Jesus announced the Good News, saying, “The kingdom of God
is...”
(A) above, (B) delayed, (C) near.

. [Romans 3:23] All have sinned and fall ...

(A) off the ladder (rules), (B) from perfect goodness, (C) short of God’s glory.

. [John 1:1-14] “The Word was with God and the Word was God ... The Word

became ...”
(A) flesh, (B) mind, (C) Spirit.

. [Luke 2:10-11] An angel announced the birth of a ...

(A) Prophet (God’s special speaker), (B) New Age, (C) Savior (Rescuer).

. [Isaiah 53:5-6] We went astray; and the Lord laid on Him our ...

(A) blindness, (B) iniquity (sin), (C) bad memories.

. [Titus 3:5] God saved us, not because of our goodness, but because of His ...

(A) mercy, (B) love of peace, (C) promise.

. [Acts 2:24] God freed Jesus from the agony (pain) of ...

(A) death, (B) sickness, (C) Roman prison.

. [Romans 1:3-4] Jesus was “declared ... to be the Son of God by His ...”

(A) friends, (B) messengers, (C) resurrection.

. [John 19:35] The man who gave his testimony knows he tells ...

(A) another opinion, (B) his personal view, (C) the truth.

[John 20:26-29] Jesus said to Thomas, “Reach out your hand and put it into My ...”
(A) scroll (book), (B) shirt, (C) side.
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1. [2 Thessalonians 1:6-8] At His return, Christ will punish all who do not ...
(A) join a church, (B) obey the Gospel, (C) pray.

2. [1 Corinthians 2:2] Paul’s message in Corinth was “Jesus Christ and ...”
(A) His church, (B) Him crucified, (C) His return.

3. [1 Corinthians 15:1-4] “What I received I passed onto you ...”
(A) as of first importance, (B) without delay, (C) who obey.

4. [Ezekiel 18:20] “The soul who sins is the one who ...”
(A) knows his shame, (B) must answer, (C) will die.

5. [Philippians 3:21] Christ will transform (change) our lowly bodies to be like ...
(A) angels, (B) His glorious body, (C) spirits.

6. [Romans 3:28] People are justified (made right with God) by ...
(A) faith, (B) observing (keeping) the law, (C) works.

7. [Romans 5:9-10] We were made God’s friends (reconciled) by the death of ...
(A) His enemies, (B) His Son, (C) sinners.

8. [Romans 6:3-4] “all of us” were baptized into ...
(A) Christ and His death, (B) different churches, (C) our ‘Christian’ names.

9. [Colossians 2:12] In baptism you are raised through ...
(A) your preacher, (B) your parents’ faith, (C) your own faith.

10. [1 Peter 3:20-21] Baptism now saves you “by the ...”
(A) right words, (B) magic of water, (C) resurrection of Jesus Christ.

11. [Acts 22:16] Why are you waiting? Be baptized and...
(A) join a church, (B) take the Lord’s Supper, (C) wash sins away.

12. [Galatians 2:20] Jesus loved and gave Himself for ...
(A) me, (B) the righteous (good people), (C) the world.

13. [Matthew 28:19] Make disciples of all nations ...
(A) baptizing them, (B) bringing them forgiveness, (C) praying with them.
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1. [Romans 6:11-13] You have died to sin. Do not let sin reign (rule) in your ...
(A) mortal, fleshly body, (B) family, (C) friends.

2. [Philippians 1:27] “Conduct yourselves (live) in a manner worthy of the ...”
(A) Gospel, (B) Kingdom, (C) Name.

3. [John 10:28-29] “No one can snatch them out of My Father’s ...”
(A) hand, (B) heart, (C) home.

4. [Romans 12:2] “Be transformed (changed) by the renewing of your ...”
(A) habits, (B) life, (C) mind.

5. [Colossians 3:10] Christians have put on the new ...
(A) covenant (agreement), (B) self, (C) armor, protection.

6. [Romans 8:13] You put to death the body’s sinful actions (“misdeeds”) by ...
(A) self-denial, (B) hard work, (C) the Spirit.

7. [1 Timothy 3:15] “God’s household” is the ...
(A) “church of the living God,” (B) “nation of Israel,” (C) “whole world.”

8. [Hebrews 10:24-25] “Let us not give up ...”
(A) dying to sin, (B) living to righteousness, (C) meeting together.

9. [Romans 12:4-5] “So in Christ we who are many form one ...”
(A) body, (B) family, (C) nation.

10. [Galatians 3:26-27] “You are all sons of God through ...”
(A) faith, (B) holy living, (C) keeping the law.

11. [Galatians 3:26-27] ...for all “baptized into Christ” clothed themselves with ...
(A) Christ, (B) righteousness, (C) newness.

12. In Romans 16:16, the writer (Paul) passed along greetings from all the churches of ...
(A) Christ, (B) Peter, (C) Rome.

13. [1 John 3:16] Christ laid down His life for us. So we ought to ...
(A) be thankful, (B) forgive others, (C) lay down our lives.

14. [Mark 16:15-16] “Preach the Good News to all ...”
(A) creation (every person), (B) God-fearers, (C) nations.
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1. [Galatians 5:6] The only thing that counts is loving faith, which ...
(A) confesses, (B) expresses itself (works), (C) gives.

2. [Romans 6:16-17] They left the slavery of sin when they ...
(A) loved, (B) confessed, (C) obeyed the form of teaching.

3. [Colossians 2:11-12] Christ cut off (Circumcised) their sin when they were ...
(A) buried with Him, (B) called, (C) named.

4. [Mark 16:15-16] “Whoever believes and is baptized will ...”
(A) be saved, (B) earn favor, (C) show he was saved already.

5. [Acts 2:38] Repentance and baptism are for ...
(A) church membership, (B) forgiveness, (C) outward show (symbol).

6. [1 Peter 3:21] The flood water “symbolizes (pictures) baptism that now ...”
(A) destroys you, (B) saves you, (C) wets you.

7. [John 3:5] One must be born of water and the Spirit to enter the ...
(A) kingdom of God, (B) covenant, (C) spiritual race.

8. [Revelation 3:20] “If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will ...”
(A) come in, (B) rejoice, (C) reward him.

9. [Acts 8:22] After becoming a Christian, Simon was told, “Repent and ...”
(A) be baptized, (B) mourn, be sad, (C) pray.

10. [Hebrews 8:11] In the new Covenant, even the least (smallest person ...
(A) is accepted, (B) shares, tells, (C) knows God.

11. [Matthew 7:21-22] To enter the kingdom of heaven one must ...
(A) cry loudly, call, (B) do God’s will, (C) earn much favor.

12. [Matthew 7:23] “Then I will tell them plainly, ...”
(A) I never knew you, (B) Come, blessed of My Father, (C) Welcome!

13. [2 Corinthians 4:5] “We do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as ...”
(A) Judge, (B) Lord, (C) Savior.
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. Who is the main person, and what is the main event, of the Gospel?

. Lesson 1 is about “4 arrows.” In just a few words, give the meaning of each arrow.
(What does this arrow stand for?)

The arrow flying forward is ...
The arrow flying downward is ...
The arrow flying upward is ...

The arrow flying back is ...

. The Bible requires us to “obey the Gospel.” In first becoming a Christian, how does
one obey the Gospel?

. What is the “One Body”? And who is in the “one body”?

. What is the most important new thing you have learned in this course about Good
News?
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