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Preface

I have to apologize that I can't give you a complete overview of the honest and historic approach to Christianity in this one small ebook. That would take hours and hours of face to face teaching or many hundreds of pages of writing.
Instead, I hope to give you a clear, concise, and straightforward introduction to my approach to Christian living and Christian teaching. If that introduction can inspire you, give you power, and make you hunger for more, then you will learn the Christian walk the only way it can be learned: by a lifetime of discipleship (to Christ, not me!) and learning, all worth it because you know the Lord Jesus Christ and have made it your one aim to please him.

This is not sweet talk. This is straight talk for men and women of God that want to live for Jesus and not themselves. The honest and historic approach to Christianity will lead you to what Jesus really asks of his followers. What he asks is not small, and it is not easy. It is just worth it.

Chapter One:

What Is the Honest and Historic Approach to Christianity

This is the shortest chapter. I don't want to tell you about it. I want you to see it. I believe it will satisfy your heart and make you hungry for more of God. It is about finding Truth, and the Truth has great power. It will set your free. In fact, Jesus himself is the Truth.

I will tell you a couple things about it.

Honest means honest. No dodging what the Bible says; no dancing around verses; no fancy explanations to make the Bible say something other than what it says; no attempts to make the message of Christ more palatable to us fussy and fallen humans.

Historic means that there's nothing novel in what I'm saying except that some of it has been lost for a very long time. Christianity is embarrassingly ineffective in the world today. I'm not going to try to convince you of that. There are exceptions, of course. There are and have been great Christians and great churches. Overall, though, the mass of Christianity is a mere travesty of the reality that the apostles and their churches lived in.

If you can't see that and need proof, let me recommend The Scandal of the Evangelical Conscience by Ronald Sider. There is enough proof to fill a book. This little ebook is not the place for that. The chances are that if you can't see the desperate need of Christianity today on your own, it's because you don't want to.

Historic also means that I will not be talking about theory. Everything I say in this book has been lived out in great power by real people in real churches. I will not only show you the Scriptural basis for the teachings in this book, I will also tell you about the people who have experienced the power of God through them.

Everything in this little ebook will help you. If it hasn't already been powerfully effective in real people's lives, and if it doesn't help you understand the Scriptures, then I didn't waste the little space I have here on it.

Chapter Two:
You Can't Do It Alone

Christianity today has become a very individual religion. Many Christians today would say, "All I need is Jesus and my Bible." According to both Jesus and the Bible, however, that's not true.
Hebrews 3:13 says, "Exhort one another daily, while it is called today, lest any of you be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin."

It is apparent, then, that we need more than Jesus and our Bible. We need each other as well. This verse clearly implies that if we seek to be followers of Christ and interpreters of the Bible by ourselves, we are in danger of deception.

Don't overestimate yourself. The Scriptures teach, "The heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked. Who can know it?" (Jer. 17:9).

You can argue that this is an Old Covenant Scripture and that Christ has given you a new heart. While this is true, the writer of Hebrews believed that even under the New Covenant, we are in danger of deception unless we watch over one another.

The apostle Paul agrees. He tells us that Jesus gave us apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers
 to equip the saints to do the work of ministry and build up the body of Christ (Eph. 4:11-12). Why did Jesus provide these ministers to build up the saints? It is so that "we be no longer children, tossed to and fro and blown about by every wind of doctrine, by the deception of men and by the cunning craftiness by which they lie in wait to deceive" (Eph. 4:14).

Paul makes it clear that this protection from deception happens as we are together. In verse 13, right in the middle of the verses I quoted in the last paragraph, he says, ". . . until we all come to the unity of the faith, the knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, and to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ." I put "all" in italics to point out to you that Ephesians 4 is about a growth that happens to all of us together, not to us as individuals.

The apostle John feels the same way. When one of his churches was in danger of being deceived by gnostic heretics, he wrote to them and said, "The anointing which you have received from [God] remains in you, and you do not need any man to teach you. But as the same anointing teaches you about all things and is true and not a lie, just as it has taught you, you shall remain in him" (1 Jn. 2:27).
Many Christians today have seized upon this verse as a promise that they can interpret the Bible alone and know what is true by the guidance of the Holy Spirit. However, the verse can only be read that way in modern English. In almost all other languages, there is a distinction between a singular and plural you. Each "you" in 1 Jn. 2:27 is plural. None of them are singular. Again, it is only together that we are led into truth.

In 1 Tim. 3:15 Paul calls the church "the pillar and foundation of the truth." Protestants tend to avoid this verse because it was abused by the Roman Catholic church for centuries, and it still is today. However, there was no large, organized, hierarchical church in Paul's day. There were only churches in each city and in the houses of certain Christians. Paul could only have been speaking of local churches, seeking God together in unity, because that is all that existed in his day.
We as Christians know that the writings of the apostles were inspired by God. Thus, the writings of Paul do not disagree with the writings of John. Both of them are speaking of the same thing. The local church, if it is united, committed to Christ, and open to the leading of the "anointing" (the Holy Spirit), will be led together into what is true. That is the promise of God, repeated three times, as we have seen, in Eph. 4:11-14, 1 Jn. 2:27, and 1 Tim. 3:15.
Is this also true of the individual Christian? It is not. Instead, the individual Christian is told that he or she must be exhorted—and daily at that—in order not to be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.
So it becomes clear that in order to overcome sin and the deception that results from sin, we need each other. Because of the modern focus on individualism, though, we cannot stop there.

What Does It Mean To Be in Unity?

Today, unity for many Christians means that they agree with the doctrinal statement of their local church. This is not even close to what the apostles and the apostolic churches understood unity to be.
In Knoxville, Tennessee in 1994 I used to drive by two churches on one intersection every day on my way to and from work. One was a Lutheran church, and the other was called "United Church of Christ." United Church of Christ? Does that mean that the Lutheran church on the opposite corner was not a church of Christ? Clearly they were not united with the Lutheran church because they met separately from them, directly across the street.
Tyler, Texas had an even more embarrassing example of modern Christian disunity. In 1992 I counted no less than five churches in row on the south side of Loop 323. I don't remember the names of all those churches, but there were five buildings, each representing Christians meeting separately over their differing doctrines, all right in a row with no buildings between them. What a sad testimony to the state of Christian unity in the United States today.
Worse, the United States, leading the world in missionaries, is exporting that same division all over the world. I have seen it and its negative effects in Myanmar, India, Kenya, Ethiopia, and Uganda personally. I have read about its terrible effects in China, and we all know it is going on everywhere else that Christianity is spread by western missionaries.

This was not always the case. In A.D. 185, over a century after all the apostles had died except John, a noted church leader wrote:
The church, having received this preaching and this faith, although scattered throughout the whole world, yet, as if occupying but one house, carefully preserves it. She also believes these points as if she had but one soul and one and the same heart, and she proclaims them, teaches them, and hands them down with perfect harmony, as if she possessed only one mouth.

Even Irenaeus' discussion here is of a purely doctrinal unity. The unity experienced by the early church extended far deeper than this. Here's an even earlier description of Christianity, written between A.D. 145 and 155 by a common Christian, not even a church leader:
We who valued above all things the acquisition of wealth and possessions now bring what we have into a common stock and share with everyone in need. We who hated and destroyed one another, and on account of their different customs would not live with men of a different tribe, now, since the coming of Christ, live familiarly with them and pray for our enemies.

This unity was the unity experienced by Christians from the very beginning, from the very first church at Jerusalem. We read in the book of Acts:
They continued steadfastly in the apostles' doctrine and fellowship, in the breaking of bread, and in prayers. . . . All that believed were together and had all things in common. . . . They, continuing daily with one accord in the temple and breaking bread from house to house, ate their food with gladness and singleness of heart.

This was the sort of unity that Jesus expected and even prayed for. In John 17:20-23, Jesus prayed things like ". . . that they all may be one, as you, Father, are in me and I in you, that they may be one in us, so that the world may know that you have sent me" and "I in them and you in me, that they may be made perfect in unity, and that the world may know that you have sent me."
Is this the message we send when we have competing churches on two corners of the same intersection? Is this the message we send when Christian neighbors attend different churches and barely know one another?

No, the unity known by the apostolic churches is one that broke bread from house to house. The Christians were a family.

Most Christians avoid Luke 14:26 because the words of Jesus there are so strong, but they make a point beyond the word in it that we struggle with:
If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father, mother, wife, children, brothers, sisters, and, yes, his own life also, he cannot be my disciple.
While it is apparent that Jesus doesn't want us to simply hate our family members for no reason, it is clear that he expects our relationships in Christ to be much more important than our relationships with family members. He practiced this in his own life, sending his mother and brothers away when they came to bring him home with the words, "My mother and my brothers are these, who hear the Word of God and do it" (Luke 8:21).

Generally, we Christians have it backwards today. Our biological families are much more important than our church families. We make sure to be with our biological families on holidays, and we would never simply lose touch with them. If one of our parents or one of our children falls into a financial crisis, we will happily open our homes to them, at least for a season. How many Christians will do that for their brothers and sisters in Christ?

A tract called "The Way of Light and the Way of Darkness" circulated in the early church, and it is preserved in two early second century documents, The Letter of Barnabas and The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles. It says:
You shall not turn away from him that is in need, but you shall share all things with your brother. You shall not say they are your own. If you are sharers in that which is immortal, how much more in things which are mortal?

The early church understood that they were really family. Around a century after those words were written in "The Way of Light and the Way of Darkness" a Christian lawyer from North Africa described the way they lived out Christian family in Carthage:
It is mainly the deeds of a love so noble that lead many to put a brand upon us. "See," they say, "how they love one another. . . . how they are ready to die for one another." . . . And they are angry with us, too, because we call each other brothers . . . how much more fittingly are they called and considered brothers who have been led to the knowledge of God as their common Father, who have drunk in one Spirit of holiness, who from the same womb of a common ignorance have agonized into the same light of truth. But on this very account, perhaps, we are regarded as having less claim to be held true brothers, in that no tragedy causes a commotion in our brotherhood, or that the family possessions, which generally destroy brotherhood among [the Romans], create fraternal bonds among us. One in mind and soul, we do not hesitate to share our earthly goods with one another.

This is how the apostolic churches took care of one another, and it is the way they knew one another. Problems did not divide them, but were faced together. They banded together to meet needs as they came up, like any family would.
This is what the apostolic churches did, but is this really what the apostles taught?

In fact, it is. Paul wrote to the Corinthians (in Greece) about a need among the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem. They responded gladly, and he explained the reasoning behind his request for help:

I do not intend that other men be eased and you burdened. [I mean] an equality, so that now at this time your abundance may meet their need and that their abundance also may meet your need, so that there may be equality.

Please don't underestimate the import of this verse. The very purpose of an abundance is to meet the need of those who have a lack! Paul references the manna in the wilderness. "The one with much had nothing left over, and the one with little had no lack" (2 Cor. 8:15). God taught his people to share thousands of years ago in the wilderness. There he didn't let their abundance last even to the next day. Each day they had to look to him for their supply, and each day they had to share so that each person had enough. Paul saw that as more than a symbol. To him it was a pattern of action for the church today.
Growing Together
I hope that these passages from the Scriptures and from the early church inspired you. I hope that the thought of living this way seems as "good and pleasant" as it did to King David (Psalm 133:1). However, this "together" life of sharing, love, and unity is more than a nice way to live. It is the source of our Christian growth.

From [Christ] the whole body—fit together and gathered by that which every joint supplies, according to the effective working by which every part does its share—causes the growth of the body for the building up of itself in love.

Paul repeats this in his letter to the Colossians:

. . . the head, from which all the body, supplied and gathered by the joints and ligaments, grows with a growth from God.

It is together that we grow. Ephesians 4 also says that "speaking the truth in love, [we] grow up into him in all things." We do not grow simply by reading the Bible and praying. We need each other, exhorting and speaking the truth in love to one another, to grow up into Christ in all things.
This chapter is long enough, but I should add one more thing. Note what the Scriptures say about the use of the Scriptures:

All Scripture is given by inspiration of God and is useful for teaching, reproof, correction, and instruction in righteousness, so that the man of God may be completely equipped for every good work.

Note what the Scriptures are useful for. It doesn't say they're useful for study and learning, though they are useful for those things, of course. However, what the apostle says under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit is that the Scriptures are for teaching, reproof, correction, and instruction in righteousness. None of those things are individual. We teach each other, reprove each other, correct each other, and instruct each other.
We need to be reminded of the great necessity of the togetherness of the body of Christ. Paul paints a great picture of this in 1 Corinthians 12, but as you have seen, it is a central theme of the rest of the New Testament as well. We need each other to receive trustworthy revelation from God. We need each other to be protected from sin and its deception. We need to speak into each others' lives and grow together. We are a family, and it is the unity of that family that declares to the world that Jesus is really from God.
With all those things in mind, maybe this last passage of Scripture will mean more to us than it ever has before:

Let your behavior be worthy of the Gospel of Christ, so that whether I come to see you or remain away I may hear of your affairs, that you stand in one spirit, with one mind striving together for the faith of the Gospel. . . . If, therefore, there is any consolation in Christ, if any comfort of love, if any affection and mercy, then fulfill my joy by being likeminded, having the same love, being of one accord, of one mind.

Chapter Three:
Salvation by Faith


It is apparent to any reader of the New Testament that salvation by faith is central to the Gospel of Christ and his apostles. It is also apparent that we Protestants have misunderstood what salvation by faith means.

When I lived in Tyler, Texas in 1992 a food bank conducted a food drive on a local Christian radio station. In his appeal for aid for the hungry, one of the show hosts told the story of the judgment of the sheep and the goats from Matthew 25:31-46. There Jesus divides the sheep from the goats based on things like whether they fed the hungry, clothed the naked, and visited the sick and imprisoned. The sheep inherit the kingdom, and the goats are sent into everlasting fire.

The man on the radio ended his appeal by saying, "You realize that the only difference between the sheep and the goats was whether they did good works."


Suddenly, the man realized what he had said. He began sputtering and apologizing. "Of course," he quickly spat out, "we're not saved by our works. We're saved by faith!"


Why was he apologizing? What he said was true.


And, therefore, as long as we object to the fact that the only difference between the sheep and the goats is their works, then what we believe is not true.


Sorry.


On the other hand, I am not sorry. None of the apostolic churches understood salvation by faith the way we do. In fact, no one in the fifteen centuries prior to Martin Luther understood salvation by faith the way we do.


Polycarp, for example, understood the Gospel well enough to be personally selected by the apostle John to be the overseer
 of the church in Smyrna, a church that received only praise when the Lord Jesus addressed them in the book of Revelation (2:8-11). He wrote a letter to the church of Philippi that says:
He who raised [Jesus] from the dead will raise up us also, if we do his will, walk in his commandments, and love what he loved, keeping ourselves from all unrighteousness.


Did Polycarp say this because he didn't understand the Gospel? That's unlikely. As I said, it was the apostle John who made him supervisor of the church at Smyrna, and he was respected, even honored, both in his day and down to today.


Did he not know about salvation by faith? He did know about it. He began his letter by saying:

I have greatly rejoiced with you in our Lord Jesus Christ . . . who for our sins suffered even to death . . . knowing that by grace you are saved, not of works, but by the will of God through Jesus Christ.


Polycarp did understand the Gospel of faith in Christ. He was simply following in the footsteps of the apostles. Even the apostle Paul, noted for his emphasis on salvation apart from works, wrote like Polycarp did.
[God] will repay to every man according to his deeds. To those who by patient continuance in doing good seek after glory, honor, and immortality, [he will repay] eternal life. (Rom. 2:6)

Is this the only place he said something like this? I think not!
For if you live according to the flesh, you shall die, but if, through the Spirit, you put to death the deeds of the body, you shall live. (Rom. 8:13)
Do you not know that the unrighteous shall not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived. (1 Cor. 6:9)

For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive the things done in the body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad. (2 Cor. 5:10)
Now the works of the flesh are obvious, which are: adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lasciviousness, idolatry, witchcraft, hatred, strife, jealousy, anger, intrigue, divisions, factions, envy, murders, drunkenness, revelries and such like, of which I tell you in advance, just as I have told you in time past, that those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. (Gal. 5:19-21)
He that sows to the flesh will from the flesh reap corruption, but he that sows to the Spirit shall from the Spirit reap everlasting life. Let us not grow weary in doing good, for in due season we shall reap, if we do not faint. (Gal. 6:8-9)
For this you know, that no immoral man, unclean person, nor covetous man . . . has any inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and of God. (Eph. 5:5)


This is only a taste of the verses written by Paul tying our salvation to works. Yet Paul really did say salvation is by faith. In fact, he also specifically said it was apart from works. He said it repeatedly and emphasized it.
 So what are we to do with the above verses?

I want you to notice a pattern in the verses we just quoted, as well as the passage on works from Polycarp above and the story of the sheep and the goats. Every one of them mentions the judgment, inheriting the kingdom of God, or both.


This is not an accident.


Jesus, every writer of the New Testament, and all the early church writers, through thousands of pages of text, continue the same pattern. For example:

The hour is coming in which all that are in the graves shall hear [the Son of Man's] voice and shall come forth; those that have done good to the resurrection of life and those that have done evil to the resurrection of condemnation. (Jn. 5:28-29)
If you call on the Father, who without partiality judges according to each man's work, pass the time of your sojourning here in fear. (1 Pet. 1:17)

Therefore, brothers, give diligence to make your calling and election sure, for if you do these things, you shall never fall; for so an entrance shall be ministered to you abundantly into the everlasting kingdom of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. (2 Pet. 1:10-11).

You have a few names even in Sardis who have not defiled their garments, and they shall walk with me [Jesus] in white, for they are worthy. (Rev. 3:4)

And I saw the dead, small and great, stand before God. The books were opened, and another book was opened, which was the Book of Life, and the dead were judged out of those things which were written in the books, according to their works. (Rev. 20:12)

These things don't fit real well with Protestant doctrine. We don't like works to have anything to do with salvation, even at the judgment. The twisting and convoluting done to explain these verses away is something to marvel at.

I've been told that Matthew 25:31-46, the judgment of the sheep and the goats, is a judgment of nations, not individuals. Nations can be judged separately from the individuals that make up that nation??? Now that's an amazing feat. So if it's nations and not individuals at the judgment of the sheep and the goats, exactly who inherits the kingdom and who is sent into the everlasting fire?


I've been told that Romans 2:6-7, where Paul says that God will repay eternal life to those who seek glory, honor, and immortality by patient continuance in doing good, is simply an "if it were possible" sort of verse. If people could patiently continue to do good, then they would get eternal life for it, but no one can. However, this doesn't answer Galatians 6:9, where Paul says almost exactly the same thing ("let us not grow weary in doing good"), and it's clearly both possible and directed to Christians.

I've even been told that only our good works will be judged at the judgment seat of Christ, despite the fact that Paul specifically says that it is both our good and bad deeds which will be judged (2 Cor. 5:10).


If we are going to call ourselves Bible believers, it would do us good to actually believe the Bible. The Bible says that we will be judged by our works in order to determine whether we will receive eternal life or enter the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels. This would be a rather important thing not to get wrong, I'm sure you agree!


But the Bible also says we are saved by faith apart from works! What are we to do with this seeming contradiction?

Salvation by Faith Alone


There is a pattern in the verses that talk about works. They all are discussing the judgment and inheriting the kingdom of God. There is also a pattern to the verses that talk about faith only. They are all in the past tense:

Therefore we conclude that a man is justified by faith apart from the deeds of the Law. (Rom. 3:28)
For by grace are you [having been
] saved through faith, and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God, not of works, lest any man should boast. (Eph. 2:8-9)
Not by works of righteousness which we have done, but according to his mercy he saved us, by the washing of regeneration and renewing of the Holy Spirit. (Tit. 3:5)

Why are all these—and all other references to salvation apart from works—in the past tense? Let's begin by letting Paul explain his thoughts to you himself:
I am crucified with Christ. Nevertheless, I live; yet not I, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. I do not frustrate the grace of God, for if righteousness comes by the Law, then Christ is dead in vain. O foolish Galatians, who has bewitched you? . . . This is all I want to learn from you: did you receive the Spirit by the works of the Law or by the hearing of faith? Are you so foolish? Having begun in the Spirit, are you now made perfect by the flesh? (Gal. 2:20-3:3)

Some five centuries ago, Martin Luther redefined words like justification, grace, and righteousness in order to defend and define his doctrine of sola fide, or salvation by faith alone. We should have been much more wary of this than we have been, as there have been plenty of warning signs that his definitions are inaccurate.


First and most importantly, have you ever noticed that the only occurrence of the phrase "faith alone" in the Bible is in James 2:24, where James says, "We are justified by works, and not by faith only"? This phrase, sola fide or faith only, which has become so important to us, is not in the Bible at all except in the one place where it is denied. This should be a real red flag.


Second, Martin Luther's methods for defending his views are highly suspect. In his introduction to the New Testament, he highly praises books like the Gospel of John, Romans, Galatians, and Ephesians. In fact, he says that the Gospel of John is better than the Gospel of Matthew because it has more of the words of Christ; that Romans, Galatians, and Ephesians are sufficient to understand the Gospel; and that James is "an epistle of straw" that has "nothing of the nature of the Gospel about it."


You will notice that I have carefully avoided referring to James at all in the discussion in this chapter, and that this chapter is replete with references to Romans, Galatians, and Ephesians, among others. It is not only the epistle of James that calls Martin Luther's doctrine and definitions into question.


In order to fully understand what Paul is saying here in Galatians, we need to return to Biblical definitions, especially of the word grace. Don't worry, we can do that quickly and without difficulty.


Grace is that power from God that delivers us from sin and from ourselves. Paul writes, "Sin shall not have dominion over you, for you are not under the law but under grace" (Rom. 6:14).


There is a beautiful and similar passage in his letter to Titus: "For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men, teaching us that, denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and godly in the present age" (2:11-12).


Somehow, we modern Christians have gotten grace confused with mercy. We think grace has to do with God overlooking sin. Overlooking a fault or overlooking a sin is called mercy, not grace. As important as mercy is, grace is even more important.  Mercy gives us a new start, but it is grace that enables to make a new start. We cannot be saved apart from grace.

That said, let's look again at Paul's words in Galatians 2:20-3:3:
I am crucified with Christ. Nevertheless, I live; yet not I, but Christ lives in me. The life I live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. I do not frustrate the grace of God, for if righteousness comes by the Law, then Christ is dead in vain. O foolish Galatians, who has bewitched you? . . . This is all I want to learn from you: did you receive the Spirit by the works of the Law or by the hearing of faith? Are you so foolish? Having begun in the Spirit, are you now made perfect by the flesh?

What is Paul speaking of here? Does he not speak of becoming righteous through grace? Does he not speak of being perfected by the Spirit of God?


Paul tells us here that he has learned not to trust in himself. He has put himself aside, and he lives by faith in the Son of God. He does not frustrate the grace of God, which means he allows the grace of God to work in him. He knows that the Law will never make him righteous, but only the grace of God will make him righteous.

Becoming Righteous by Faith

Today most commentaries on the Bible will define righteousness as "right standing with God." While there is truth to this definition, you cannot have right standing with God without actually practicing righteousness. How do I know this? Well, because the Bible says it quite plainly:

Little children, let no one deceive you; he that does righteousness is righteous just as [Christ] is righteous. He that continues committing
 sin is of the devil. (1 Jn. 3:7)

Paul agrees with John on this. He writes, "To the pure, all things are pure, but to them that are defiled and unbelieving is nothing pure, but even their mind and conscience is defiled. They profess that they know God, but in works they deny him, being abominable, disobedient, and to every good work, reprobate" (Tit. 1:15-16).

The whole purpose of grace is to lead to good works. Even in Ephesians 2, where Paul specifically says that we are saved by grace apart from the works of the law, he still points out that the purpose is good works:

For by grace are you saved through faith, and that not of yourselves. It is the gift of God, not of works, lest any man should boast. For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God has ordained in advance that we should walk in them. (Eph. 2:8-10)

The point that Paul is making in all these verses is that righteousness will never come from our pursuit of the Law of Moses or some other standard of righteousness. Righteousness comes by the grace that is imparted by the Spirit of God. It does not come through any other means.

This is the mistake, as Paul calls it, that the Israelites made. Here's how he describes it:

The Gentiles, who did not follow after righteousness, have attained to righteousness, even the righteousness which is of faith. Israel, however, which followed after the law of righteousness, has not attained to righteousness. Why? Because they did not seek it by faith, but as though it were by the works of the Law. (Rom. 9:30-32)


The Gentiles attained to the righteousness which comes from faith. Understand, however, that this righteousness of faith is not a righteousness in which God needs to pretend that we're righteous. It is a real righteousness produced by faith in Christ. George MacDonald, a Christian and author of the 18th century puts it very well when he says:
It was not in . . . a righteousness-hungry heart that the revolting legal fiction of imputed righteousness first arose. Righteousness, God's righteousness, righteousness in their own being, in heart and brain and hands, is what such righteousness-hungry men and women want, not some make-believe pretend form of what is not righteousness but is called righteousness.


George MacDonald's words still burn in the heart of righteousness-hungry men and women. They are not looking for God to see righteousness in Jesus but not in themselves. They are looking for the righteousness of Jesus lived out in themselves. They know that the pretend form of righteousness does not make them righteous in God's eyes, but only a real form of righteousness will, as we saw above in 1 John 3:7 and Titus 1:15-16.


Righteousness-hungry men and women know the point of Ephesians 2:8-9. Righteousness will never come from our own works. We must yield to God by faith in Christ and recreated as his workmanship so that we can do the good works that he has prepared in advance for us to do.


Righteousness-hungry men and women share the cry of the apostle Paul. "Oh, wretched man that I am! Who shall deliver me from the body of this death?" (Rom. 7:24).

Many Christians today, because they have not learned of true faith in Christ (discussed in the next chapter), find themselves powerless to be delivered from sin. Therefore, they believe that the losing struggle against sin is a normal way for Christians to live. They fail to note that Paul had an answer to the question: "Who shall deliver me from the body of this death?" His answer was, "I thank God through Jesus Christ our Lord."

Paul then goes on to describe how this happens. The following is perhaps the most important verse in the New Testament for modern Christians because it explains the purpose of Jesus' death and the hope that it brings:

For what the Law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh, God did. (Rom. 8:3, NASB)


Let's pause here before completing this passage. Paul described what the Law could not do in Romans 7. The Law cannot deliver us from sin. The Law is good, holy, and perfect, and so it really does expose us to the will of God. However, because sin is in us, we are unable to follow through on obeying the Law. If we could have, Paul said there would have been no reason for Jesus to die (Gal. 3:21).


So what the Law could not do is cause us to obey the Law. It could show us how to live, but it could not give us power to live that way because of the sin inherent in our flesh. However, as Paul points out here, what the Law could not do, God did.

For what the Law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh, God did: sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and as an offering for sin, He condemned sin in the flesh, so that the requirement of the Law might be fulfilled in us, who do not walk according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. (Rom. 8:3-4, NASB; note that the NASB capitalizes pronouns referring to God or Jesus) 


This is salvation by faith. It is our deliverance from our flesh so that we can become his workmanship, fulfilling the righteous requirement of the Law by the grace given to us by the Spirit of God.
Salvation by Faith the Bible Way


As you can see from Romans 8:3-4, Jesus died for us and for our sin. We were in need. Sin lived in our body, and solely through faith in Christ, completely apart from works, we received the grace of God that brings salvation and teaches us to deny ungodliness and worldly lusts and to live soberly, righteously, and godly in this present age. Through this means, Christ gave himself so that he might purify for himself his own special people, zealous for good works (Tit. 2:14).


The flip side of this is that Jesus did not die for God.


Why do I say this? I say this because Christians today seem to believe that Jesus died so that God would change. Under the Old Testament, they believe, God was forced to judge us for our sins. He's merciful, they say, and he wants to forgive sin, but because he's just he cannot forgive sins without the penalty for sins being paid by Jesus' death.


This isn't true. God didn't need changing. He has always been merciful, and he has always been free to forgive whatever sins he wanted to forgive. When he appeared to Moses he made a pronouncement about himself. He declared:
The LORD
, the LORD God, merciful and gracious, longsuffering, and abundant in goodness and truth, keeping mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, and that will by no means clear the guilty. (Ex. 34:6-7)


What does he mean that he is merciful but he will not clear the guilty? God explains himself in Ezekiel 33:

When I say to the wicked, "You shall surely die," if he turns from his sin and does that which is lawful and right . . . none of his sins that he has committed shall be mentioned to him. He has done that which is lawful and right. He shall surely live. . . . When the righteous turns from his righteousness and commits iniquity, he shall die from it. (Ezek. 33:14, 16, 18)


So God offers to forgive sin to those who repent even under the Old Testament. However, modern Christians still don't believe that God was able to do this without a payment for sins. They believe that God only offered such forgiveness because he looked forward to the payment for sins that comes through Christ. This is not what King David believed, and according to Jeremiah, it is not what God believed either.


Here's King David's statement on the matter:

You do not desire sacrifice, else I would give it. You do not delight in burnt offering. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit. A broken and contrite heart, O God, you will not despise. (Psalm 51:16)

And God's statement on the matter through Jeremiah:

I did not speak to your fathers, nor did I command them in the day that I brought them out of the land of Egypt, concerning burnt offerings or sacrifices. But this is what I commanded them, saying, "Obey my voice, and I will be your God, and you shall be my people. Walk in all the ways that I commanded you, that it may be well with you." (Jer. 7:22-23)

It was not God who needed sacrifices. It was Israel who needed sacrifices. It is not God who needs Jesus' sacrifice. It is we who need Jesus' sacrifice. God was already merciful. His judgment was already just. God did not need to change anything. Only we needed to change.

When the Gospel first came to the Gentiles through Peter, the church in Jerusalem did not understand. They heard that Peter had gone into a Gentile house, eaten with a Gentile, and even baptized him! They were astonished, and when Peter returned to Jerusalem, they asked him about it.

In Acts 11 we can read Peter's explanation of what happened. His explanation persuaded them, and they announced, "Then God has granted to the Gentiles as well the repentance that leads to life" (11:18).


Notice that they did not declare that God had granted the Gentiles the sacrifice or the forgiveness that leads to life. God had granted the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life. When a person repents, forgiveness follows. God had promised that even under the Old Testament.


It's for this reason that Paul describes his ministry as being a proclamation to the Gentiles that they should "repent and turn to God and do works suitable to repentance" (Acts 26:20).


What kind of Gospel is this for the apostle of faith? They should repent, turn to God, and do works suitable to repentance?


Yes, that is exactly what they and we should do because that is exactly what faith in Christ leads to. Jesus died so that we might repent and enter into the life of God.


You may have noticed above that I quoted George MacDonald as saying that imputed righteousness is "a revolting legal fiction." How can he say that when the Bible mentions imputed righteousness as a truth from God? Paul writes:

David also describes the blessedness of the man to whom God imputes righteousness apart from works, saying, "Blessed are they whose iniquities are forgiven and whose sins are covered; blessed is the man to whom the Lord will not impute sin." (Rom. 4:6-8)

George MacDonald did not object to the real imputed righteousness spoken of here. He objected to an imputed righteousness that was not the product of real righteousness. The apostle John, who told us earlier that only those who practice righteousness are righteous as Christ is righteous, explains who it is that can obtain the true imputed righteousness:

If we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus Christ his Son cleanses us from all sin.

Righteousness is not imputed to those who do not repent. Even Paul, the apostle of faith, preached a Gospel that called for us to repent and turn to God and do works suitable to repentance. It is those who walk in the light who experience that continual forgiveness of sins, so that the Lord will not impute sin to them.


King David, who is the man who first described the blessedness of the man to whom the Lord will not impute sin, knew how it was imputed. God did not want sacrifice. As he said, the sacrifices of God are a broken spirit. It is a broken and contrite heart that God will not despise.


You can obtain this broken and contrite heart through faith in Christ. It will be imparted by the Spirit of God.

The Judgment

� or "pastor-teachers"


� Irenaeus, Against Heresies I:10:2; from The Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. I, available online at http://www.ccel.org/fathers


� Justin, First Apology 14; from ANF, vol. I


� Acts 2:42, 44, 46


� Anonymous, The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles (or The Didache) 4; ANF, vol. 7


� Tertullian, Apology 39; ANF, vol. 3


� 2 Cor. 8:13-14


�  As mentioned earlier, our unity and love is also our testimony that Jesus is who he says he is (Jn. 17:20-23).


� Eph. 4:16


� Col. 2:19


� 2 Tim. 3:16-17


� Phil. 1:27; 2:1-2


� The supervisor, from the Greek word episkopos, is more commonly referred to as bishop or overseer, words which mean very little to us. Both episkopos and our English word "overseer" quite literally mean supervisor, so that is the word I have chosen. Also see the chapter on church government for the role of a supervisor.


� Letter to the Philippians 2; ANF vol. I


� ibid. ch. 1


� e.g., Rom. 3:28; 4:5-6; Gal. 2:16; Eph. 2:9; 2 Tim. 1:9


� The construction of the verb tenses is unusual in Eph. 2:8. The word "are" is in the present tense, but the word "saved" in Eph. 2:8 is in the Greek perfect tense. The perfect tense represents an action completed in the past with continuing effects into the present. Paul is saying that you are currently in a state of having been saved in the past. Most modern translations, such as the New American Standard Bible, simply render this verse as past tense: . . . for by grace you have been saved. 


� I have taken the liberty of changing the KJV's "he that committed sin" into "he that continues committing sin." The verb there is in the Greek present tense, which indicates ongoing or linear action. The distinction between one-time action and linear action is peculiar to Greek verb tenses, and Dionyisius, a supervisor of the church in Alexandria, Egypt in the mid 3rd century and a Greek speaker, tells us that the Greek in John's letters is impeccable (Extant Fragments: "From the Two Books on the Promises" par. 7; ANF vol. 6). John did not use the "linear" present tense by accident. It is more common to use the aorist tense, and all writers use the present tense only when they want to indicate ongoing, continual action. This is why modern translations usually render this phrase as "practices sin," rather than "committeth sin," as in the KJV.


� When a Bible translation puts LORD in all capitals, they are signifying that they are translating the name of God under the Old Covenant, which is spelled out with four consonants, YHWH. The vowels and the pronunciation have been lost, though most scholars think Yahweh is the best rendering. The name "Jehovah" comes from putting the vowels of the Hebrew word adonai between the four consonants of YHWH.





