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Introduction

I

n Ephesians chapter 4 the apostle Paul tells us that there is “one Lord, one Faith and one baptism.”  Ever since the time of Christ and the early Christian congregation, Christianity has flourished.  Although there have been many attempts by Satan to destroy and discredit the faith, it has survived.  When Satan could not completely destroy it, he endeavoured to corrupt the church and slowly introduced the traditions of men.  In the meantime, many were at work in reproducing the Holy Bible so that the common people could read and study it; for it was written to them, and not primarily to an organisational structure such as the “official church.”  

The Lord also saw to it that men such as Martin Luther exposed the difference between the Word of God and the teachings of men.  Just like Luther, there are many millions in the orthodox Christian community today who seek the pure spirit of the Scriptures, and shun the traditions of men.  Often, rather than separating themselves into their own groups, they seek to work within the framework of the Christian churches now in existence.  As a result, we today see less and less of the sectarian spirit and more of an emphasis on our relationship with Christ, and the simple message of the gospel.

At the same time, Satan is busier than ever in leading Christians and non-Christians astray by means of false doctrine.  This is why our Lord has placed men in the position of apostles, prophets, pastors (shepherds), and teachers in the body of Christ, “to equip God’s people for work in his service, to the building up of the body of Christ.”  (Ephesians 4:12 NEB)

The purpose of this book is to subjectively cover some major Bible topics that interest most people, regarding key doctrines of Christianity.  This work is, to the best of my knowledge, representative of the orthodox Christian community today.  It is not without reason that we refer to those who are orthodox and those who aren’t.  Orthodoxy means “conforming to established doctrine.”  The major doctrines of the Christian Church have withstood the test of centuries, while heresies have come and gone.  The truth always outshines the error, and will continue to do so.  The Christian Church should not fear being examined thoroughly by the probing light of God’s Word.  Those who oppose the truth, however, do fear such an examination of their organisations and teachings, and we must be prepared to expose them.

This book cannot take the place of Bible study.  Much can be missed by merely making a subjective study, rather than examining the Bible chapter by chapter and getting the full impact of setting and context.  However, many enjoy reading a subjective study of Bible topics, and especially new Christians can benefit from this.  It is with this in mind that this book has been prepared.  It will be enjoyed by all sorts of people.

Issues of minor theological importance have been relatively untouched.  Many will choose to form their own opinion on such matters as the Great Tribulation, the Millennium, observance of holidays, gifts of the Spirit etc.  One thing to remember: it is good to thoroughly research both sides of a doctrinal issue before you seek to persuade others of your opinions on such matters.  Remember, there are often more ways to look at things than meets the eye.  On the other hand, major Bible doctrines such as the nature of Christ and the Holy Spirit, eternal punishment, the death and resurrection of Christ and the promises to all believers, and salvation by faith are very important issues and vital to our relationship with God and even our eternal salvation.

You may wish to pass this on to a friend when you are through reading it.  If you do not have a regular time for Bible study, make it a point to do this.  Continue to grow in the Word of God.  Association with others who follow the Word is necessary to your emotional and spiritual well-being (Hebrews 10:24, 25).

If you recognise yourself as part of the body of Christ, then you need to discern the part you are to play in that body.  Pray that God may use you to minister to others, and that you may discover your natural gifts that God has given you to build up your brothers and sisters.  An isolated ‘limb’ of the ‘body’ does the rest of the body no good, unless it fits itself into place.  Dear friends, find your place in the body of Christ and rejoice for evermore with the rest of us who belong to Jesus – the Shepherd and the Saviour of our souls (Hebrews 13: 20, 21).
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Chapter 1

GRAND BLESSINGS FROM GOD CAN BE YOURS NOW!

1. Everyone wants to live in peace and happiness.  Many people spend their whole lives trying to reach this elusive goal.  The religions of man often hold out the promise of personal fulfilment and the hope of eternal life.

Why is happiness such a fleeting thing? Since there are so many supposed “ways” to happiness, how can we be sure that we are not misled and guided into a dead end, thereby wasting our life’s efforts only to find that we have been fooled by imperfect men, sincere though they are?

We can only be sure of real happiness and fulfilment in life if they are promised by someone greater than imperfect men.  Thousands of years of human history tell us that men do not have the answer, regardless of how wise they are and how interested they may be in helping each other.  We need a supernatural guide.  The only such guide that can hold up to the test of history and prophecy is the Holy Bible.  Therein is to be found the TRUTH that gives us eternal life.

What God Has Done For Us

2. Even though we live in a world full of turmoil and unhappiness, the Bible reveals that we can have great joy and real happiness even now.  The Bible tells us how we can have a special relationship with the Son of God, Jesus Christ.  By coming into a personal relationship with him, we find we can gain the assurance of God’s blessing.  The Apostle Peter wrote to fellow Christians who were experiencing this relationship:

“Though you never saw Him, you love Him.  Though you are not looking upon Him at present, yet you exercise faith in Him and are greatly rejoicing with an unspeakable and glorified joy, as you receive the end of your faith, the salvation of your souls” (I Peter 1:8).

The Phillips Modern English Bible says that “even now he brings you a joy that words cannot express and which has in it a hint of the glories of Heaven; and all the time you are receiving the result of your faith in Him—the salvation of your own souls.” Only God can give us salvation. 

3. It is a wonderful thing to know that no man or group of men can take from us the wonderful blessings and promises of God.  If God makes a promise to us, you can be sure that men and devils will try to keep us from it or to steal it away (Matthew 13:19).  But the power of God is greater than the devil; and that is why the Apostle Paul could say:

“Who will separate us from the love of the Christ?  Will tribulation or distress or persecution or hunger or nakedness or sword?  For I am convinced that neither death nor life nor angels nor governments nor things now here nor things to come nor powers nor height nor depth nor any other creation will be able to separate us from God’s love that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:35-39).

4.  It is not God’s purpose that lovers of righteousness should have to put up with the wickedness of this world indefinitely.  The “signs of the times” indicate that we are living in the “last days” that Jesus so often spoke about.  How can we be sure that what the Bible tells us is true and reliable?

We would expect the One who created mankind to give us instructions on how to live our lives, what to watch out for, and what we need to know to gain eternal life.  Only the Bible can give us all of these blessings.  II Timothy 3:16 says, “All scripture is inspired of God and beneficial for teaching, for reproving, for setting things straight, for disciplining in righteousness, that the man of God may be fully competent, completely equipped for every good work.” Thus it says that the men who were used to write the Bible were doing it under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit of God; and so we can feel free to put that statement to the test.  No work of imperfect man could hold up to such a test.  We must come to realise that the Bible is not a book of ever-changing meanings that can be interpreted in many ways.  The sound doctrines therein have withstood the test of time, despite the efforts of men to twist and turn them, to their own destruction (II Peter 3:16).

Jesus foretold what it would be like in the times we are now living in.  He said that the last days of this world would be marked by continual war, famine, worldwide violence and political unrest.  He also warned of the false prophets and false Christs that would appear on the scene “to mislead, if possible, even the chosen ones” (Matthew 24:24).

The Truth That Gives Us Eternal Life

5. All of us are being affected by the unrest and violence that is currently plaguing mankind.  But the worsening conditions we see around us today are insignificant compared with the holocaust just ahead, according to the Word of God.  God is going to bring about startling changes on the earth, like nothing we have ever seen before.  God will bring “a calamity on this place, of which when anyone hears, his ears will tingle” (Jer. 19:3).  In the Inspired book of Revelation, it is said by those who have ignored the Saviour, “Fall over us and hide us from the face of the One seated on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb, because the great day of their wrath has come, and who is able to stand?” (Rev. 6:16, 17).

We can have the security and comfort of knowing that we will not suffer destruction at the hands of God if we identify the “channel” that he is using to save mankind.  Is there a religion or organisation today that God is using to warn and provide shelter for his people from the coming storm of trouble? What does God require of those who would live forever?

1. Do all religions lead to God?

2. Why must we look deeper than just the outward appearance of things?

3. What kind of love would true Christians have? How will some religious people regard their freedom?

4. Has God given us a reliable guide? Was the Bible meant to be interpreted in many ways?

5. What will God soon bring upon the earth? How can we escape this destruction?
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Chapter 2

WHY IT IS WISE TO EXAMINE RELIGIONS

1. Jesus, in pointing us to the way of life, said, 

“Go in through the narrow gate; because broad and spacious is the road leading off into destruction, and many are the ones going in through it: Whereas narrow is the gate and cramped the road leading off into life, and few are the ones finding it” (Matt. 7:13, 14).

So not all roads lead to God, as many people think, and as the Eastern philosophies suggest.  Not all those who claim to be Christians are recognised by God, either.  We see much corruption in the world today in the realm of religious organisations and individuals, all of whom may say that they are Christian.  Humanism, the philosophy of man being his own master, has pervaded virtually every teaching institution.   Many have turned from looking “upward” towards heaven for enlightenment, and are looking “inward” to themselves for the answers.  Man idolises himself and has turned his back on his Creator.  Adultery, fornication  and homosexuality are very common today.  The Bible says that those who practice such things “will not inherit God’s kingdom” (Galatians 5:21).

2. Some will point to the outward signs of people’s lives and make this the main point in determining who are “God’s people.” Certainly, the fruitages of the Spirit would be manifest among true Christians (Galatians 5:22), but there is something even more important.  They must really know the true God, and have an accurate knowledge of his Word.  If we are primarily concerned with the outward appearances of things, we would have to reject the ancient nation of Israel as well as the early Christian congregations from being called God’s chosen people (Exodus 19:5, 6; I Peter 2:9).  The nation of Israel continually apostatised from the faith (Hebrews 3:10; Romans 3:10).  The early Christian congregations were sometimes plagued with immorality  (I Cor. 5:1; Rev. 2:14, 20).  They were subject to dissension and bickering (I Cor. 1:10-13, 11:17-30). Sects and heresies from the faith abounded even in the first century (I John 2:18-24; II John 9-11; Jude 4-23).  There were supernatural forces continually at work to try and weaken or destroy the effectiveness of Christianity.  But true Christians could be recognised by their faithfulness to the Word of God and the evidence of the Holy Spirit at work among them.

3. Jesus said, “By this all will know that you are my disciples, if you have love among yourselves” (John 13:35).  This love would not have “strings attached,” but would extend out to the world of lost and dying souls. Christians would also recognise the freedom they have in Christ (Galatians 5:13) and hopefully would not allow themselves to be caught up in religious systems that would place the rules and burdens of men on them once again; in effect returning to a life of living by the dictates of men (Galatians 3:1-5, 10-13; 5:1-18; Romans 7:6, 8:1-17).  We can appreciate Jesus’ famous words, “If you remain in my word, you are really my disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John 8:31, 32). The Jewish religious leaders objected to this statement, and said in a proud attitude, “We are Abraham’s offspring and never have we been slaves to anybody.” Jesus responded by saying that only “If the Son sets you free, you will actually be free.” Hatred is stirred up among false teachers when we speak words of freedom such as Jesus did.  This exposes their real source of inspiration; and that is why Jesus responded thusly; “You are seeking to kill me, because my word makes no progress among you . . . you do the works of your father,” that is, the Devil (see John 8:33-41).

4.  The Bible tells us that the true worshipers would “worship the Father in Spirit and in truth,” (John 4:23) and not according to the rules and requirements of men.  They would steer clear of modern-day “Pharisees” of whom it can be said, “It is in vain that they keep worshipping roe, because they teach commands of men as doctrines” (Matthew 15:9).

We need to examine the teachings of any religious organisation with which we may be associated.  Are its teachings in agreement with the inspired Word of God, or are they based on a structure of theology that has been built up by men?  It should be our sincere desire to determine what is the truth, and then to live it.

5.  The mere fact that an organisation or group of people uses the Bible and even quotes from it often, does not mean that they are actually teaching the truths of the Bible. If a religion really lives by the Bible, it will not pick out what it wants to accept and then reinterpret or re-translate what it does not want to accept (II Tim. 3:16).  God will not approve of those who pervert his Word and change its meaning (II Peter 3:16). 

We must be sincere if we are to please God.  But many are sincere who do not know God.  It could be said of such ones, as it was said of the Jews who had rejected Christ, “I bear them witness that they have zeal for God; but not according to accurate knowledge; for because of not knowing the righteousness of God but seeking to establish their own, they did not subject themselves to the righteousness of God (Romans 10:2-3).  The sad thing is that they are looking in the wrong direction for instruction.  They hold onto a system of “rules and merits” to obtain their salvation (as they suppose), thereby rejecting the true “channel” to God, that is, Jesus Christ (Acts 2:36-40, John 14:6).

6.  What about religious organisations that call themselves Christian and profess to accept him as their Lord? Does their preaching in the name of God mean that God is using them?  Not necessarily, for Jesus himself said, “Not everyone saying to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter into the kingdom of the heavens, but the one doing the will of my Father who is in the heavens will.  Many will say to me in that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophecy in your name...?’ And yet then I will confess to them; ‘I never knew you!  Get away from me, you workers of lawlessness’” (Matt.  7:21-23).  Jesus made it clear that many would come along that would make prophecies about dates and future events, some even claiming a secret or invisible return of Christ (Mark 13:21-22; Matthew 24:26-27).  Such ones might claim to be Christians, but their false doctrine and unfulfilled prophecies would brand them as “workers of lawlessness” (Deut.  18:22).

7.  There are many religious systems today that pride themselves on their high moral standards and their separateness from the ways of the world.  These groups like to draw attention to themselves and say that they are the real Christians, and they point to how much different they are than the rest of the world. Often they ignore the fact that the Jews in Jesus’ day had high moral standards and stood out from the rest of the world around them.  In fact,  they had much stricter standards  in matters of conduct,  food, entertainment and in mixing with unbelievers than even the Christians had (see Matthew 23:5; Acts 10:14, 15; Mark 7:1-5; Col.  2:16; Luke 10:31, 32).  But because the Jews believed that they were earning their salvation by their works, they missed the whole point about why the Messiah was to come.  The Apostle explained the meaning of this when he said, 

“By this undeserved kindness (or grace), indeed, you have been saved through faith; and this not owing to you, it is God’s gift.  No it is not owing to works, in order that no man should have grounds for boasting” (Ephesians 2:8, 9). And if they trusted in their own works, even though they acknowledged Christ, he would be of no benefit to them (Gal. 5:2) and their souls would be lost for all eternity.  Jesus himself said, “If you do not believe that I AM [emphasis ours], you will die in your sins” (John 8:24 KIT). 

8.  True Christians are to place their cares and anxieties on Christ (Matt. 11:28-30) and allow him to work in and through their lives, thereby producing the fruitage of the Spirit naturally, and not because they are forced to.  Such individuals would reflect an inner radiance and happiness that no “works system” could ever produce in its subjects (I Peter 1:8). Their love would not be limited by the dictates of men in a narrow, bigoted way (Col. 2:20-22).  They would be filled with the water of life, which would “become in him a fountain of water bubbling up to impart everlasting life” (John 4:14).

9.  Certainly we would not want to be refused entry into God’s kingdom because of failure to accept God’s provision for us.  We need to fully examine God’s Word.  This book is designed to help you recognise the difference between the teachings of men and the teachings of God.  But you must test it for yourself, like the Beroeans of old, who “received the word with the greatest eagerness of mind, carefully examining the scriptures daily as to whether these things were so” (Acts 17:11).  In doing this, you may find that some will object to your examining a religious system or organisation that they may be a part of.  They may try to stop you and tell you that you cannot understand the Bible by itself, or that someone else has to interpret it for you, or that the Bible has not been translated correctly.  They will do this in all sincerity, just as the Jews tried to stop Christianity in the first century, because they did not grasp the wonderful things of God (Matthew 10:36, 37).  But we can rest assured that truth will ultimately stand, and we should not be afraid of making a thorough investigation.  It is God, not an organisation or group of men, that will give us eternal life (Matt. 22:37-39).  

We must look to our Heavenly Father for help in these matters. We can ask in prayer for his wisdom and guidance, and for the ability to see through false doctrine and the confusion of men. Thereby we can then recognise and fellowship with those who really do worship the Father with “Spirit and Truth” (John 4:23, Matt. 7:7-8).

1. Why must we be careful in our search for happiness? Whom or what can we rely on as our guide?

2. How can we have the assurance of God’s blessing now?

3. Who will try to keep us from God’s promises?

4. How would true worshippers differ from modern-day Pharisees? How must we put religious organisations to the test?

5. Is quoting from the Bible always proof that a religion is teaching the Bible?  Although sincere, how do some reject God?

6. Is preaching in the name of God proof that God approves of a certain religion?

7. How do some religions trust in their own ‘righteousness?’ What important point do they miss?

8. What kind of a life do true Christians live?

9. What is this book designed for? Why will some object to your examination of these things?
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Chapter 3

WHO IS GOD?

1. As we look around, we can see that mankind needs God now more than ever before.  Starvation, disease, war and crime make this world a dangerous place to live in.  Unhappiness and anxiety are taken for granted by many as their lot in life.  Man must look to his Creator if he is to find a meaning and purpose in life, as well as an answer to our future. 

Many are confused as to the identity of God.  Yet the inspired Bible reveals that there is only one true God, as we read from the book of Isaiah: 

“No god was formed before me, nor will be after me.  I, I am Yahweh, there is no other saviour but me.” (Isa. 43:10-11 JB)

“Thus say Israel’s king and his redeemer, Yahweh Sabbaoth: I am the first and the last; there is no other God besides me.” (Isa. 44:6 JB)

“You are my witnesses, is there any other God besides me?  There is no Rock; I know of none.” (Isa. 44:8 JB)

“I am God unrivaled—God who has no like.  From the beginning I foretold the future, and predicted beforehand what is to be.” (Isa. 46:9-10 JB)

2.  These passages reveal to us that there are no beings that can claim Godship but the God of the Bible.  He is all-powerful, or omnipotent.  God is also omnipresent, meaning that he is not bound by space or dimension (He is present everywhere; but does not exist in anything nor is He a part of something; but is the Creator of all things).  And He is omniscient, or all-knowing; nothing can escape his knowledge.  Note how these qualities are revealed in the following passages:

“‘Am I a God who is near,’ declares the Lord, ‘and not a God far off? Can a man hide himself in hiding places, so I do not see him?’ declares the Lord.   ‘Do I not fill the heavens and the earth?’ declares the Lord.” (Jer. 23:23-24 NAS)

“But will God indeed dwell on the earth?  Behold, heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain Thee, how much less this house which I have built!” (1 Kings 8:27 NAS)

“Where can I go from thy Spirit?  Or where can I flee from Thy presence? If I ascend to heaven, Thou art there; If I make my bed in Sheol, behold, Thou art there.  If I take the wings of the dawn, if I dwell in the remotest part of the sea, even there Thy hand will lead me.” (Psalm 139:7-10 NAS)

God is unchangeable and always remains the same: 

“For I, the Lord, do not change...” (Malachi 3:6 NAS)

“Every good thing bestowed and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the  Father of Lights, with whom there is no variation, or shifting shadow.” (James 1:17 NAS)

THE NAME OF GOD

3.  The God of the Bible has revealed himself to his servants in many ways at different times, and by means of different names or titles.  In Exodus 3:14 we find the first instance of this, where God told Moses to describe Himself to the Israelites as “I AM WHO I AM”; and He said, “Thus you shall say to the sons of Israel, ‘I AM has sent me to you.’” (AS) Then the Lord continues to say to Moses, “You are to say to the sons of Israel, ‘Yahweh, the God of your fathers, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you.’ This is my name for all time; by this name shall I be invoked for all generations to come.” (Exodus 3:15 JB)

The name Yahweh is derived from four Hebrew letters (YHWH) in the original manuscripts,  and used to convey the personal name of God.  These four Hebrew letters are called the “tetragrammaton.” Both the expression, I AM, as well as this tetragrammaton (commonly pronounced Yahweh or Jehovah) are derived from the Hebrew verb “Hayah,” which means, “to be.” This emphasises that Yahweh is the Self-existent One, who has always been God for eternities past and always will be God for eternities future; he is timeless, and unchangeable.  This same thought is conveyed in other names that God has called upon Himself, such as El Shaddai, given at Genesis 17:1, which is translated God Almighty; showing His completeness and perfection.  At Genesis 14:22 we find the Hebrew expression El Elyon, meaning the “Most High.” In Genesis 21:33 we find El Olam, meaning “the Everlasting God.” There are other  designations for God such as Yahweh-Jireh, “the Lord provides,” Yahweh-Nissi “the Lord is my banner,” Yahweh Shalom “the Lord is peace,” Yahweh Sabboth “the Lord of Hosts,” and the list could go on.  Yahweh Elohim Israel is a commonly used expression meaning, “the Lord God of Israel.”

In addition to these Hebrew names and designations for God, we find also that God is called by the Greek expression, the “Alpha and the Omega,” which becomes self-explanatory in the rest of the Bible verse. 

“‘I am the Alpha and the Omega,’” says the Lord God, ‘who is and who was and “who is to come, the Almighty.’” (Rev. 1:8 NAS) 

The two Greek words, protos and eschatos, meaning the “first and the last” when translated, are used in the same manner to describe God. 

4.  Which name of God are we to be concerned with? What name would we, as Christians, identify ourselves with?   The Israelites had identified themselves with the name of Yahweh, and were a people taken out for His name (Deut. 28:10).  They were witnesses of Yahweh (Isa. 43:10).  Would Christians be known as Yahweh’s witnesses?

We should go to the New Testament to find the answer.  There we find that the many prophecies in the Old Testament had pointed forward to the Messiah and Deliverer of Israel.  Isaiah 9:6 revealed that to the Messiah these names would apply: Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Eternal Father, and Prince of Peace.  But only in the New Testament do we finally find their fulfilment in Christ the Messiah, as the names he is called by. And the New Testament reveals the name that Christians must call upon for salvation.  What is it?

The name of Jesus

5.  We read in Matthew 1:21 that God divinely called his name upon a Son, “And you shall call His name Jesus (which means, literally, Yahweh is Salvation), for it is He who will save His people from their sins.” Salvation had come down to this world, for those who would accept it. And in verse 23, the prophetic name Emanuel was called upon him, which literally means, “God with us.” God had come down to this world, in the form of the Son.

What other names are applied to Jesus Christ in the New Testament?  He’s called the Alpha and Omega (Revelation 1:8, 17; 2: 8; 21:6; 22:13).  Isaiah’s 9:6 refers prophetically to Jesus Christ and calls him El Gibbor, meaning “Mighty God” (the Hebrew word Gibbor refers to Yahweh in many places, such as Psalm 50:1).  Jesus at times used the Greek expression Ego Eimi meaning, “I AM,” in referring to his identity (Mark 13:6, Luke 21: 8; John 4: 26; John 8: 58 –59).  To use this expression implied his timeless existence; actually claiming the nature that is attributed to God alone.  He was subject to being stoned to death for saying it (John 8:58) and startled his captors by saying it in John 18:6.

The term “Lord” is translated from the Hebrew Adonay and the Greek kurios. 

The term “God” is translated from the Hebrew Elohim and the Greek theos. All of these are titles denoting the nature and authority of Yahweh. Jesus Christ is called “God” in John 1:1, and Yahweh addresses Jesus Christ as “God” in Hebrews 1:8 and as “Lord” in Hebrews 1:10. Even ‘doubting’ Thomas addresses Jesus as “My Lord and my God!” in John 20:28. 

6.  But of the name Jesus itself, the scriptures are very plain: 

“And there is salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under heaven that has been given among men, by which we must be saved.” (Acts 4:12 NAS)

“Of Him all the prophets bear witness that through His name everyone who believes in Him receives forgiveness of sins.” (Acts 10:43 NAS)

“He who believes in Him is not judged; he who does not believe has been judged already, because he has not believed in the name of the only-begotten Son of God.” (John 3:18 NAS)

“But these have been written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing you may have life in his name.” (John 20:31 NAS)

For centuries the Jews called upon the name of Yahweh, but when the Son of God came to earth and died to pay the price for our sins, the same command (Joel 2:32) that exhorted the Jews to call upon the name of Yahweh was then reapplied by the apostle Paul to calling upon the name of Jesus!  Romans 10:9, 13 (NAS) reads:

“For if you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you shall be saved; . . . For the scripture says . . . ‘Whoever will call upon the name of the LORD (YHWH) shall be saved.”’

“But God raised him high and gave him the name which is above all other names so that all beings in the heavens, on earth and in the underworld, should bend the knee at the name of Jesus and that every tongue should acclaim Jesus as Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” (Phil. 2:9-11 JB)

7.  Thus we must conclude that the name by which God has chosen to reveal himself to man is the name of Jesus.  Unless we identify with that name, and recognise it above all other names in heaven and on earth, the Bible and the apostles say we simply cannot gain salvation.

This transition from the name of Yahweh to the name of Jesus can be better understood by means of Hebrews 1:1-2 (NAS):

“God, after He spoke long ago to the fathers in the prophets in many portions and in many ways, in these last days has spoken to us in His Son, whom He appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made the world.”

To those living in pre-Christian times, the Father was primarily revealed, most often by the name of Yahweh.  Now in these latter days God has spoken to us in the Son, revealed in Jesus.  Many of the Jews failed to make the transition and to accept Jesus as their Lord and Master, and call upon his name.  Jesus said to them, “Unless you believe that I AM He, you shall die in your sins.” (John 8:24 NAS)

THE STONE OF STUMBLING

8.  Many of the Jews were willing to recognise Jesus as a prophet sent from God; and after seeing the miracles that he was performing, many believed him to be the promised Messiah.  Had Jesus left it at that, perhaps he would not have been put to death.  But he claimed more. than that. The apostle John narrates a scene where the Jews were seeking to kill Jesus:

“For this cause therefore the Jews were seeking all the more to kill Him, because He not only was breaking the Sabbath, but also was calling God His own Father, making Himself equal with God” (John 5:l8 NAS). 

It was quite clear to the apostle how the Jews understood this statement.  Jesus was claiming equality with God.

Jesus openly forgave sins—a thing that the Jews realised only God can do. So we naturally find the scribes reasoning, “Why does this man speak this way? He is blaspheming; who can forgive sins but God alone?” (Mark 2:7; Isaiah 43:25).

Jesus claimed to be in existence before the foundation of the earth, as he once answered the Jews, “Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was born, I AM” (John 8:58; compare to John 17:5).  The Jews sought to stone him for saying this.  Once the Jews were listening to Jesus and trying to “catch him” in His speech.  First, he made the statement that he would give them eternal life; then he said, “I and the Father are one.”  The Jews sought to stone him, and Jesus asked, “[Why] are you stoning me?”  The reply was, “For a good work we do not stone you, but for blasphemy; and because You, being a man, make yourself out to be God” (John 10:27 –33; Lev. 24:16).  At the time of Jesus crucifixion the Jews said to Pilate: “we have a law, and by that law He ought to die because He made Himself out to be the Son of God” (John 19:7).  The only breaching the law they could charge Him with (though falsely) was blasphemy – claiming Godship.

Jesus own countrymen, being dull of heart and slow to understand, were not expecting the Messiah to make the claims that Jesus was now making. Romans 9:32 says, “They stumbled over the stumbling stone, just as it is written, ‘Behold, I lay in Zion a stone of stumbling and a rock of offence, and he who believes in Him will not be disappointed.’” Jesus was the stumbling stone for the Jews.  Interestingly, one of the Old Testament prophecies that this quote was taken from is Isaiah 8:13-14, where it identifies Yahweh as the stone of stumbling.

Are we therefore to conclude that the Messiah and Yahweh are one and the same?

REVELATION OF THE DEITY OF CHRIST

9.  Alfred Edersheim, in his book, The Life and Times of Jesus, the Messiah, reveals:

“The Messiah expected of the Jews was far above the conditions of the most exalted of God’s servants, even his angels; in short, so closely bordering on the Divine, that it was almost impossible to distinguish him therefrom.”

Some of the prophecies foretelling the Messiah reveal to us: 

The way was long prepared for the Messiah (Mal. 3:1; Isa. 40:3).

The Child would be born of a virgin (Isa. 7:14).

People would see and experience great light (Isa. 9:2).

The Messiah would be sinless, and yet bear our sins; he would die a sacrificial death for our sins; he would be a mediator between us and God (Isa. 53).

He would be Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God, Eternal Father and Prince of Peace (Isa. 9:6).

Declared to be the Son of God (Psalm 2:7-12).

His soul would not be left in Sheol, nor his body decay (Psalm 16:10).

10.  We read in the Bible that in order for mankind to be freed from sin and death, God had to pay a great price to rescue us.  He had to pay the price himself, for no creature could redeem man.  Therefore, we read that the Son of God emptied himself of His glory and took upon Himself a human body, along with its limitations, in order to be the sacrificial lamb; and to show man how to gain salvation.  Philippians 2:6-8 (NAS) tells us about this surpassing and unfathomable love: 

“Although He existed in the form of God, [He] did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men.  And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.”

Here the apostle Paul is saying that it was not Jesus’ nature to cling to His divinity under such circumstances.  He would bear the role of servant and Son if he could rescue mankind.  We have already seen that Jesus shared the pre-eminence and the Glory of the Father.  Jesus’ name is above every name; yet his name is equated with the name of Yahweh.  He claimed to be the Son of God, and the timeless I AM.  He was claiming what no created being could ever rightly claim, no matter how exalted or powerful they might be.  There is an impassable chasm between creature and Creator. 

Christ is the Creator (Col. 1:16).  He is the Eternal (ever-existing) Father of mankind (Isa. 9:6).  He is the Saviour of men and the Forgiver of sins; and he gives eternal life (John 10:28).  He and the Father are One (John 10:30).

11.  Did Jesus’ disciples recognise him as God incarnate (in a human body like ours)?  It appears that this miracle was revealed gradually, and over some period of time.  They were often slow to grasp spiritual truths; even those already revealed in the Old Testament (Luke 24:45).  But an even more important factor in why His Deity was concealed is commented on by Edersheim:

“Christ could not, in any true sense, have been subject to His parents, if they fully understood that He was Divine ....  Such knowledge would have broken the bond of His humanity to ours, by severing that which bound Him as a child to His mother.  We could not have become His brethren, had He not been truly the Virgin’s Son.  The mystery of the incarnation would have been needless and fruitless, had His humanity not been subject to all its right and ordinary conditions. And, applying the same principle more widely, we can thus, in some measure, understand why the mystery of His Divinity had to be kept while He was on earth.  Had it been otherwise, the thought of His Divinity would have proved to be so all-absorbing, as to render impossible that of His humanity, with all its lessons.  The Son of God Most High, whom they worshipped, could never have been the loving man, with whom they could hold such close converse.  The bond which bound the Master to His disciples—the Son of Man to humanity—would have been dissolved.   His teaching as a man, the Incarnation, and the Tabernacling among men, in place of the former Old Testament Revelation from heaven, would have become wholly impossible. In short, . . . [one] element in our salvation would be taken away.” (Book One, P. 192)

Nevertheless, Christ did declare his Deity when he felt it necessary to do so.  We have already examined these instances and the violent response of the unenlightened Jews to his claims.  The Jews took His words as blasphemy; claiming what only Yahweh himself could claim.  If Jesus was merely representing God, Jesus would not have laid claim to the very nature and attributes of God, as well as his eternal existence.  But the impact of all that he had said about himself was, nevertheless, not fully understood by even his disciples, at last until his resurrection; and most noticeably after Pentecost of 33 AD.

For a Jew to proclaim Jesus as Lord, as their real Master and the one whom they worshipped,  was blasphemous to the Jewish mind.   Ever since the destruction of Jerusalem in the days of King Zedekiah, the Jews had learned their lesson well about worshipping other Gods and proclaiming any but Yahweh as Lord. So for a Jew to become a Christian and worship and proclaim Jesus as their Lord and Saviour, required a major change in their way of thinking.  Edersheim again states,  “For as narrow as the boundary line between Jewish belief (their teachings about the Messiah) and that in the hypostatic union of the Two Natures (Jesus being Deity as well as human) the passage from one to the other represented such tremendous mental revolution, as to imply direct Divine teaching.” And as a reference, the author noted 1 Cor. 12:3:

“Therefore I make known to you that no one speaking by the Spirit of God says, ‘Jesus is accursed’; and no one can say,  ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit.”

In other words, although the scriptures are plain in pointing us to the Deity of Christ, it requires the work of the Holy Spirit to reveal that to us.   The concept of God humbling himself is beyond the realm of our appreciation, without the touch of the Spirit upon our hearts and minds. This is why so many people balk at the Deity of Christ today; not having availed themselves of the Holy Spirit, they are obliged to ignore or re-translate the many references in the Word of God that teach this plainly.  They feel that it must be understandable on a human level. What is the key to this door of understanding, and the eternal life of the believer?  It is to proclaim, as the once doubting Thomas did, “My Lord and my God!” as he gazed upon the resurrected Christ (John 20:28). 

After Pentecost and the pouring out of the Holy Spirit, Jesus’ disciples clearly understood these things.  Even while awaiting his final hour, Jesus had told his disciples:

“I have many more things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. But when He, the Spirit of Truth, comes, He will guide you into all the truth; for He will not speak on His own initiative, but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He will disclose to you what is to come. He shall glorify Me; for He shall take of Mine, and shall disclose it to you.” (John 16:12-14 NAS)

Years later, the Inspired writers of the New Testament clearly recorded their God-given understanding for us to learn by.  In John 1:1 we read plainly, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” The apostle John also writes in I John 5:20 (NAS) “And we know that the Son of God has come, and has given us understanding, in order that we might know Him who is true, and we are in Him who is true, in His Son Jesus Christ.  This is the true God and eternal life.”

In Isaiah 43:11, Yahweh says, “There is no saviour besides me.” The apostle Peter was inspired to write about his. saviour in 2 Peter 1:1 (NAS):  “Simon Peter,  a bondservant and apostle of Jesus Christ,  to those who have received a faith of the same kind as ours, by the righteousness of our God and Saviour, Jesus Christ.”

In Isaiah 44:8, Yahweh says, “Is there any God besides me, or is there any other Rock?  I know of none.” The apostle Paul writes of the Israelites and says, “All ate the same spiritual food; and all drank the same spiritual drink, for they were drinking from a spiritual rock which followed them, and the rock was Christ.”

Isaiah 40:3 (JB) says, “Prepare in the wilderness a way for Yahweh. Make a straight path for our God across the desert.” The Bible writer, Matthew, quotes from this passage and says it is fulfilled in Jesus Christ in Matthew 3:3.

The apostle Paul give numerous references to the Deity (Godship) of Christ. Romans 9:5 says, “... From whom is the Christ according to the flesh, who is over all, God blessed forever.” In the book of Colossians, Paul refers to Christ being “God manifest in the flesh” when he says about Christ, “For in Him all the fullness of Deity dwells in bodily form.” (See also Col. 1:19.) Paul writes in Hebrews 1:6, “And let all the angels of God worship Him.” And in verse 8 of the same chapter it reads, “But of the Son He [Yahweh] says, ‘Thy throne, O God, is forever and ever.’” In verse 10 Paul quotes from Psalm 102:25, which applied to Yahweh, and applies it to Jesus Christ: “Thou, Lord, in the beginning didst lay the foundation of the earth,” and “Thou art the same, and thy years will not come to an end.” 

These are truths not grasped by the carnal mind, even as Paul writes in I Timothy 3:16 (JB), “Without any doubt, the mystery of our religion is very deep indeed, ‘He was made visible in the flesh, attested by the Spirit, seen by angels, proclaimed to the pagans, believed in by the world, taken up in glory.”

By claiming Godship, did Jesus thereby usurp the position of the Father? Certainly not! While on earth, He was clearly in subjection to the Father, even saying, “The Father is greater than I am” (John 14:28). Christ had voluntarily emptied himself of his magnificent glory in order to minister to mankind. The subjection and submissiveness of Christ will be discussed in another section. The Jews, before the coming of Christ, knew God as their Father. It had not been fully revealed that there was a Son, the only-begotten of God. 

The apostle Paul sheds light on this in Hebrews 1:1-3:

“God, after He spoke long ago to the fathers in the prophets ... in these last days has spoken to us in His Son…”

The role of the Son of God became especially manifest in the 3½ years of his ministry on earth, and especially in his death and resurrection. God had spoken through His Son, and continues to do so. Christ is the Rock of Salvation.

My hope is built on nothing less

Than Jesus’ blood and righteousness;

I dare not trust the sweetest frame,

but wholly lean on Jesus’ name.

On Christ the solid rock I stand;

All other ground is sinking sand.

When darkness seems to veil his face,

I rest on his unchanging grace;

In every high and stormy gale

My anchor holds within the veil.

His oath, his covenant and blood

Support me in the whelming flood.

When all around my soul gives way,

He then is all my hope and stay

When the last trumpet’s voice shall sound,

O may I then in him be found,

Clothed in his righteousness alone,

Faultless to stand before his throne.

On Christ the solid rock I stand,

All other ground is sinking sand.

a hymn by Baptist pastor

Edward Mote, 19th century

THE HOLY SPIRIT

15.  Towards the end of His earthly ministry, Jesus told his disciples:

“If you love me, you will keep my commandments. And I will ask the Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He may be with you forever; that is the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it does not behold Him or know Him, but you will know Him because He abides with you, and will be in you” (John 14:15-17 NAS).

According to Jesus’ words, this Spirit of truth would be a Helper or Comforter to Christians.  The Greek word that is translated helper is actually parakletos, which is more accurately translated as “advocate” or “counsellor”; thus even further illuminating his role.

Whether they fully realised it or not, those disciples of Jesus had already been under the guidance of the Holy Spirit while Jesus was yet with them; but after his death and resurrection the Holy Spirit would live in, or indwell them, permanently. He would not be acknowledge or recognised by the world at all, Jesus said. Only true believers would recognise Him.

Jesus further reveals to us, “But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, He will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I said to you” (John 14:26). The Spirit would teach us, and recall things to our mind that we need to know.  Jesus continues:  “But I tell you the truth, it is to your advantage that I go away; for if I do not go away, the Helper shall not come to you; but if I go, I will send Him to you” (John 16:7).

The ministry of this Helper would not reach its full extent as long as Jesus was still with his disciples. Jesus would return to the Father, and the Holy Spirit would be sent to teach the Christians about the things of God. Jesus further reveals, “And He, when He comes, will convict the world concerning sin, and righteousness, and judgement; concerning sin, because they do not believe in Me; and concerning righteousness, because I go to the Father, and you no longer behold Me; and concerning judgement, because the ruler of this world has been judged” (John 16:8-11 NAS).  This Holy Spirit of God would convict people’s hearts with the simple message of the gospel (1 Cor. 1:21).  Each person’s heart motives would be manifest as they chose between the message of Christ, and the darkness of this world. 

In order to convict people’s hearts, the Holy Spirit had inspired the writing of the Word of God; and the apostle Paul says in Hebrews 4:12 (NAS):

“For the Word of God is living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and is able to discern thoughts and intentions of the heart.”

16.  To demonstrate how this is used by God to judge people, Paul writes in Romans 2:12-16 (Living Bible):  “He will punish sin wherever it is found. He will punish the heathen when they sin, even though they never had God’s written laws, for down in their hearts they know right from wrong.  God’s laws are written within them; their own conscience accuses them, or sometimes excuses them.  And God will punish the Jews for sinning because they have his written laws but don’t obey them.  They know what is right but don’t do it.  After all, salvation is not given to those who know what to do, unless they do it.  The day will surely come when at God’s command Jesus Christ will judge the secret lives of everyone, their inmost thoughts and motives; this is all a part of God’s great plan which I proclaim.”

The Holy Spirit would reveal to believers the real gravity and horror of sin, and how punishment must be brought upon those who refuse to turn back from it.

17.  Just as the Spirit convicts a person internally, or from the heart, so also the Spirit would be able to teach us from the inside, or the deepest parts of the soul.  He would be bearing witness to Jesus Christ, thereby not usurping the ministry of Christ.  He would teach us the intimate knowledge of God, even as I Cor. 2:9-12 (Jerusalem Bible) tells us: 

“‘No eye has seen and no ear has heard, things beyond the mind of man, all that God has prepared for those that love him.’ These are the very things that God has revealed to us through the Spirit, for the Spirit reaches the depths of everything, even the depths of God.  After all, the depths of a man only can be known by his own spirit, not by any other man, and in the same way the depths of God can only be known by the Spirit of God.  Now, instead of the spirit of the world, we have received the Spirit that comes from God, to teach us to understand the gifts that he has given us.”

When a Christian fully experiences the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, he can then and only then begin to comprehend the oneness and unity of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit (John 17:21-24).

To the enlightened heart, this tri-unity is totally unintelligible.  But to the believer, it opens up the way for the intimate knowledge of God. Christians would not need others to interpret the Word of God for them, because the Holy Spirit, in conjunction with the Word of God, would be their teacher.

“And as for you, the anointing which you received from Him abides in you, and you have no need for anyone to teach you; but as His anointing teaches you about all things, and is true and is not a lie, and just as it has taught you, you abide in Him” (1 John 2:27).

18.  Is this Comforter and Helper really a person having consciousness and a personality?  Could the Spirit not merely be God’s energy or active force? It is true that often the Spirit of God has revealed himself through displays of power; even in the creation of life itself (Genesis 1:2).  The Holy Spirit “came upon” men like Samson and Elijah, causing them to perform supernatural feats of strength (Judges 14:19; 1 Kings l8:46).  Christians were “filled” with the Holy Spirit (Acts 4:8).  The Spirit can “remain” with us and even live within us (John 14:17).  It would almost seem as if the Holy Spirit were some form of energy.  But Jesus, by his teaching on the Spirit, reveals much more that was not fully understood in the Old Testament.  The New Testament clearly unfolds a personality in association with the Holy Spirit.

There are many who deny that the Holy Spirit is really a person, who thinks, acts, and has a different role than the Father or the Son.  Of course, many also deny that Satan is a real person.  It is important to know for sure if the Holy Spirit is a person?  We might just as well ask, “Is it important to know if Satan is a real personality?” The answer is, most assuredly, YES!  For Satan is the destroyer who “walks about like a roaring lion, seeking to devour someone” (1 Peter 5:8).  To fail to realise this is dangerous for a Christian, indeed.  So it is conversely true with the Holy Spirit, who is spoken of as the Helper, or the Comforter.  To deny personality in the case of the Spirit is equally dangerous if He is a person; for then we walk about without help, and without real comfort in this world.

19.  The scriptures show it to be even more serious than that.  For example: If we do not believe in Jesus as the Son of God, we cause grief to God, and we will lose out on eternal life (John 8:24).  But the scriptures say we can also grieve the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 4:30).  We could even go so far as to sin against the Holy Spirit:

“That is why I tell you that man can be forgiven for every sin and blasphemy, but blasphemy against the Spirit cannot be forgiven.  A man may say a word against the Son of Man and be forgiven, but whoever speaks against the Holy Spirit cannot be forgiven either in this world or in the world to come”  (Matthew  12:31, 32; Phillips Modern English).

We cannot sin against an impersonal active force.  When we sin, we sin against people or against God.  And the scriptures implicitly say that we can sin against the Holy Spirit, and grieve the Holy Spirit.  This tells us that He has feelings and is a personality. 
20.  People who believe that the Spirit is a mere energy or force will have to ‘believe one of two things.  Either the Spirit is an impersonal force sent from God to do certain things, much like  electricity  is  sent  from generators to run your appliances; or somehow the Holy Spirit is God’s force that reflects or carries with it the attributes of God.  Yet, that would be saying God is sent out from God to accomplish a purpose.  And yet that is precisely true; the Holy Spirit is sent out from God.  But to deny his personality and individuality is to ignore overwhelming evidence to the contrary, as we note these references:

Holy Spirit referred to as God



Acts 5:3-4

Equated equal with the Father and Son


II Cor. 13:14; Matt. 28:19

Creator 





Genesis 1:2

He works, distributes, wills (out of own free will) 
I Cor. 12:6, 11

Teaches and brings to remembrance 


1 John 14:26; I John 2:27

Advocate and Counsellor (from Greek “parakletos,”

used to describe Holy  
Spirit)



John 14:16 I John 2:1

Intercedes for us before God 



Romans 8:26

Bears witness





John 15:26-27

Director of ministry




Acts 8:28-29

Forbids





Acts 16:6-7

Comforts, helps




John 14:16-26

Can be grieved




Ephesians 4:30

Can be lied to





Acts 5:3-4

Can be blasphemed




Matt. 12:31-32

21.  As noted before, the same arguments that are used to prove that Satan is a real personality can be used to prove the person of the Holy Spirit.  Consider this argument, proving the personality of Satan, from The Watchtower of December 8, 1973, p. 27, referring to Job 1:6-12, 2:1-7, and Matt.  4:1-11:

“You will note, too, that these accounts relate conversations between the Devil and God and between the Devil and Jesus Christ.  Both Jehovah God and Jesus Christ are persons.   Can an unintelligent ‘force’ carry on a conversation with a person?  Also, the Bible calls Satan a manslayer, a liar, a father (in a spiritual sense), and a ruler (John 8:44; 14:30).  Only an intelligent person could fit all those descriptions.  Therefore, M’Clintock and Strong’s Cyclopedia states:  ‘All the forms of personal agency are made use of by the sacred writers in setting forth the character and conduct of Satan… Every quality, every action, which can indicate personality, is attributed to him in language which cannot be explained away!” 

Can an unintelligent force carry on a conversation?  We would have to agree with The Watchtower and say, “No!” But it is odd that they cannot apply the same reasoning to the Holy Spirit speaking to people in Acts 10:19-20 and 8:29.  In Acts 15:28 the Holy Spirit makes a decree; and in Acts 21:11 the Holy Spirit prophecies to Agabus.  Even in the Old Testament, in Ezekiel 3:24, the Holy Spirit spoke to Ezekiel.  So, just as M’Clintock and Strong said, it “cannot be explained away” that these evidences reveal a real person, and not just an impersonal force.

THE TRI-UNITY OF GOD

22.  Among Jesus’ final words to his disciples were, “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 28:19 NAS).  What did Jesus mean, “In the name of”?  Jesus was referring to the authority vested in the name of the Father, and the name of the Son, and the name of the Holy Spirit.  When you do something in the name of someone, you are using their authority to back you up.

Since Jesus phrased it that way, it is obvious that he was referring to the Father, Son and Holy Spirit as having equal authority.  For instance: When we speak in the name of the President, we do not speak in the name of Ronald and Nancy Reagan; we speak in the name of the President himself. 

Since his wife is a lesser authority, though important, it would only detract from the weight of the statement to include Nancy in it.  However, let’s say we are doing business in the name of Harris & Frank, Inc.  We view the names as having equal authority and yet we also view them as one, and not separate.  There is a oneness of purpose between Mr. Harris and Mr. Frank, a sharing of assets and an indivisible unity in business dealings.  They are one, for all practical purposes, at least in business. They are separate personalities, though.  In fact, one may keep records and the other may close business deals; they may have separate roles in their business.  But there is an indivisible bond of unity and understanding there.

23.  This is but a crude illustration of how God is one in unity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  All three are individuals called God (Yahweh) in the scriptures.  And in unity they bear the name of God.

The Hebrew word, “Elohim,” which we translate as “God,” is used 2,555 times in the scriptures in referring to Yahweh.  This word is the plural of “El” (God) and supports the tri-unity of God—the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, three persons in one God with a plural name.  In Genesis there are three instances that reveal the plural or triune nature of God: 

“Then God said,  ‘Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness…’” (Genesis 1:26 NAS).

“Then Yahweh God said, ‘See, the man has become like one of Us, with his knowledge of good and evil…’” (Genesis 3:22 Jeru. Bible)

“Come, let Us. go down and there confuse their language, that they may not understand one another’s speech” (Genesis 11:7 NAS)

CONTROVERSIES ON THE DOCTRINE OF THE TRINITY

24.  Few subjects have caused such tremendous controversy as the doctrine of the Trinity and the Deity of Christ, Some will claim that the idea of a “trinity” originated in Babylon.  History reveals that people did worship trinities of gods in Babylon; but that in itself proves nothing.  The worship of Satan and his demons no doubt was carried on there, but that does not mean that this was the origin of man’s understanding of Satan. 

Often truths about God are perverted in false religion, as Satan is a mimic god and the “father of lies.” We shall let the Word of God be our guide. What about the Christians who wrote letters in the first and second centuries?  If the official church doctrine of the Trinity was not formed until 325 AD, how did the disciples of the original apostles, and their pupils understand the nature of God?  Did those who sat at the foot of the apostle John, and were taught by him, worship Christ as God?  Did they view the Spirit as a person?

25.  We have already examined how the church in the New Testament upheld the tri-unity of God.  But by the latter half of the first century, the nature of Christ was already being attacked.  The apostle John warns us in 1 John 2:18:

“Children, it is the last hour; and just as you heard that antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists have arisen; from this we know that it is the last hour.” [He continues:]

“Who is the liar but the one who denies that Jesus is the Christ? This is the antichrist, the one who denies the Father and the Son. Whoever denies the Son does not have the Father; the one who confesses the Son has the Father also…  These things I have written to you concerning those who are trying to deceive you” (1 John 2:22, 23, 26 NAS).

26.  Just who or what is this antichrist? The book Aid to Bible Understanding, published by the Watchtower, says on page 84: 

“Denial of Jesus as the Christ and as the Son of God of necessity embraces the denial of any or all of the scriptural teachings concerning him…”

They are thus saying that to teach about a “different” Christ (respecting his nature,  origin,  human  incarnation,  resurrection,  etc.) makes one anti-Christ; and John says that many had already appeared in his day, teaching a “different Jesus.”

27.  Among these were the Gnostics, who denied the human incarnation of Jesus (He was an apparition; not of flesh and blood), and others referred to as the Docetae.  That is why John warns against those “who deny Christ as coining in the flesh” (II John 1:7).  But antichrist teachings were not limited to those of the Gnostic view, as the Aid to Bible Understanding observed; neither was it limited to those who claimed to be the Christ, or the Messiah, but primarily it involved their doctrine of Christ.  In Barnes Notes on the New Testament, Barnes says on pages 1475-1476, in his comments on I John 2:18:

“If they held that Jesus was a deceiver, and that he was not the Christ, or if they maintained that, though Christ had come, he had not come in the flesh, that is, with a proper human nature, this showed that such persons had the spirit of antichrist.  They arrayed themselves against him, and held doctrines which were in fact in entire opposition to the Son of God.  It would appear then that John does not use the word in the sense which it would bear as denoting one who set up a rival claim, or who came in the place of Christ, but in the sense of those who were opposed to him by denying essential doctrines in regard to his person and advent.”

In other words, they may accept that Jesus was the promised Messiah; but by their erroneous teachings on his nature, identity, etc., they were anti-Christ.  They chose to form their own conception of Christ. This is better understood in the light of what Jesus said in Matthew 12:30 (NAS):

“He who is not with Me is against Me; and he who does not gather with Me scatters.”

In Matthew 7:20-22, Jesus reveals that many would call Him Lord but would be declared lawless because their fruits were wicked. What kind of fruits was he referring to?  Many think it to be primarily good works, but in context He was speaking of false prophets and their anti-Christ teachings as the rotten fruits (see v. 15).

28.  I John 2:23 (NAS) reveals something else about the antichrist:  “Whoever denies the Son does not have the Father; the one who confesses the Son has the Father also.”

Barnes comments on this passage: 

“He denies the particular truths pertaining to God the Father, and to the Son of God.  The charge here is not that they entertained incorrect views of God as such, as almighty, eternal, most wise and good; but they denied the doctrines which religion taught respecting God as Father and Son…Correct views of the Father could not be held without correct views of the Son; correct views of the Son could not be held without correct views of the Father.”

To separate the nature and unity of the Father and Son would be disastrous to one’s understanding of God.  If the Son is truly God and one with the Father, any deviation from this would be a false god and a subject of vain worship, ultimately resulting in eternal separation from God.  The Jews of Jesus’ day worshipped Yahweh and revered His Name as so sacred that they would not pronounce it; but they did not know Christ, and they would perish in their sins (see John 8:19, 24).

29.  What evidence do we have as to the tri-unity of God and the coming of the antichrist in the writings of the early church fathers, from the death of the apostles onward?  Let us examine the writings of those who once sat at the feet of the original twelve apostles, and the leaders of the early church in the 2nd century.

IGNATIUS—Tradition was that he and Polycarp were fellow disciples of the apostle John: born probably around 30 AD.

From Ignatius to the Romans. – Introduction

“…according to the love of Jesus Christ our God.”

From Ignatius to Polycarp - Ch. 8

“I wish you all happiness in our God, Jesus Christ.”

From Ignatius to the Ephesians - Ch. 7

speaks of Jesus as “God existing in flesh.”

Ch. 19 speaks of Jesus as “God manifested as a man, and man displaying power as God.”

POLYCARP - Shared a common pupilage with Ignatius under the apostle John, and it is not improbable that he was the “angel of the church in Smyrna”

(Rev. 2:8).  Iraneus writes that “Polycarp was instructed by the apostles, and was brought into contact with many who had seen Christ.” He shared the same views as Ignatius.

IRANEUS - A student of Polycarp; writing from 120-202 AD.  From Iraneus.

Against Heresies, Ch. 16, Preface, Book ill.

“Proofs From the Apostolic Writings, That Jesus Christ Was One And The Same, The Only-Begotten Son of God, Perfect God And Perfect Man.”

“Therefore neither would the Lord, nor the Holy Spirit, nor the apostles, have ever named as God, definitely and absolutely, him who was not God, unless he were truly God....For the Spirit designates both by the name of God—both him who is anointed as Son, and him who does anoint, that is, the Father” (Ch. 6, Book III.)

JUSTIN MARTYR - First Christian author (earliest extant apologies), born around 114 AD.

In spite of people like Gallio and Nero, the gospel was dispelling the darkness. Christians had died by the cross, the lions, and even as human torches.

Justin was asked by Trypho to prove that Christ is God without using metaphors; so he used Genesis 18 to prove that Jesus was God incarnate, and in the Dialogue With Trypho he uses Hebrews 1:8, 13 to prove his point. (Ch. 55)

THEOPHILUS - (Mid-2nd century) Refers to John 1:1 and says the “Word, then being God.” (Ch. 22, Book II)

ATHENAGORAS - (Approximately 177 AD) Won over to Christianity while trying to refute the scriptures.

From A Plea for the Christians, ch 10.

“Who then, would not be astonished to hear men who speak of God the Father, and of God the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, and who declare both their power in union and their distinction in order, called atheists?”

CLEMENT of Alexandria - A teacher of Origen; discusses John 1:1 and Titus 2:11-13 as saying Jesus is God. (Exhortation to the Heathen, Ch. 1)

TERTULLIAN - North African Presbyter, born around 145 AD. 

From Apology  Ch. 21.

“In this way also, as He is Spirit of Spirit and God of God, He is made a second in manner of existence—in position, not in nature; and He did not withdraw from the original source, but went forth. This ray of God, then, as it was always foretold in ancient times, descending into a certain virgin, and made flesh in her womb, is in His birth God and man united.”

From A Treatise on the Soul, ch 41.

“For God alone is without sin; and the only man without sin is Christ, since Christ is also God.”

From On Modesty, Ch. 21.

“The Trinity of the One Divinity - Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”

ORIGEN - Born 185 AD.

From Origen De Principiis, book 1, Ch. 1.

“The Holy Spirit is an intellectual existence.”

Ch. 2:9 commenting on Phil. 2: 6-7, he speaks of “The Son of God, divesting Himself of his equality with the Father.”

Ch. 3:2 “From all which we learn that the person of the Holy Spirit was of such authority and dignity, that saving baptism was not complete except by the authority of the most excellent Trinity of them all,  i.e., by the naming of Father,  Son and Holy Spirit, and by joining to the unbegotten God the Father, and to His only-begotten Son, the name also of the Holy Spirit.  Who, then, is not amazed at the exceeding majesty of the Holy Spirit, when he hears that he who speaks a word against the Son of man may hope for forgiveness; but that he who is guilty of blasphemy against the Holy Spirit has not forgiveness, either in the present world or in that which is to come!” 

Although the writings of these church fathers are not inspired as is the Bible, it supplies ample evidence as to the beliefs of the Christian faith in the first two centuries.

COUNCIL OF NICEA

30.  Some are under the impression that the idea of a Trinity as taught by the church today had its origin at the Council of Nicea in 325 AD, and that Constantine, being a pagan, had “declared God to be a trinity.” From the evidence we have already examined, as well as an investigation of what happened at this council, this idea is either due to gross ignorance as to the history of the church, or a deliberate attempt to conceal the facts. What was the purpose of this council?

We note in history that there was a division in the church on the matter of doctrine.  There was the orthodox group, represented at this meeting by Athanasius, an archdeacon of the church in Alexandria, and the Arians, followers of Arius; who was a deacon in the same church. The Athanasians were doctrinally Trinitarians; the Arians were unitarians (the doctrine that Christ the Son is subordinate to God the Father, and of different substance, because Christ was created by God and so came into being after God).  The Latin West, with its headquarters in Rome, was almost wholly trinitarian; whereas the Hellenised Eastern Roman Empire was split, with followers of Arius scattered about. 

31.  Much argumentation and dispute raged at this council; and Constantine finally banned the followers of Arius.  A statement of belief was drawn up to try and crystallise the doctrine of the Trinity.  The Nicene Creed was formed, which reads:

“I believe in one God the Father Almighty; Maker of heaven and earth, and all things visible and invisible.  And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds (God of God), Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance (essence) with the Father;…and was incarnate by the Holy Ghost of the Virgin Mary, and was made man.... And (I believe) in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and Giver of Life; who proceedeth from the Father (and the Son); who with the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified; who spoke by the Prophets.”

The formation of this doctrine, although limited to human terms in trying to explain supernatural things, is an intelligent attempt to define the revelation of Yahweh in the Word of God. 

32.  Opposition of this doctrine comes primarily from those who feel that the nature of God should be entirely understandable to humans, and without any element of mystery. This is somewhat inconsistent; for such persons do not claim to understand eternity and the timelessness of God, nor how time began, nor how God can be everywhere at the same time and listen to everyone’s prayers at once, nor how God can know the end of a matter from its beginning and still allow his creatures freedom of will.

33.  An ant could never understand the immensity and complexity of a human being, even if it had a rational mind. But if the human became an ant, being fully ant yet fully human in nature, the man could impart understanding on the ant’s level, and establish fellowship with ants.

Never will the ant grasp everything that the human does, however; but there will be enough understanding to satisfy all his hunger for knowledge. Note John 1:14-18:

“And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, glory as of the only begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth… For of fullness we have all received, and grace upon grace. ... No man has seen God at any time; the only begotten God, who is in the bosom of the Father, He has explained Him.”

Christians do not worship a “three-headed God,” or other such blasphemous nonsense. We do not worship that which can be seen, but we worship “with Spirit and truth” (John 4:23-24).  We have the truth about God in the scriptures. The key to understanding the truth, which may be difficult if not impossible for the carnal mind, is by means of the Holy Spirit, for “the Spirit searches into all things, even the deep things of God” (I Cor. 2:10).

If at this moment, you are having difficulty understanding the nature of God, ask the Lord Jesus Christ to reveal Him to you; for Jesus says, in Matthew 11:27:

“Everything has been put into my hands by my Father, and nobody knows the Son except the Father. Nor does anyone know the Father except the Son—and the man to whom the Son chooses to reveal to him” (Phillips Modern English).

1. How many true Gods are there?

2. How can we say that God is Omnipotent? Omnipresent? Omniscient?

3. What names has God used? What does ‘the Alpha & the Omega’ mean?

4. What name are Christians to be concerned with?

5. What do the names Jesus and Immanuel mean? What other names is Jesus called by?

6. What is the only name that Christians are to be concerned with? How does this involve a transition from ancient times?

7. Why is the use of Jesus’ name a serious matter? How did many of the Jews fall to make this transition?

8. What astounding claims did Jesus lay hold to? How do many stumble over Jesus?

9. What are some things that were foretold about Jesus Christ?

10. How did the Son of God humble himself for our sakes? How is Jesus far superior to a creature of God?

11. Why was the Deity of Christ concealed for a time? Were all of Jesus’ claims fully understood while he was on earth?

12. Why was it difficult for a Jew to call Jesus his Lord and Saviour? Why do many often deny the Deity of Christ today?

13. How did the apostles acknowledge the Deity of Christ?

14. How does God speak to us through the Son?

15. How would the Holy Spirit affect believers? How would the Spirit convict people?

16. How does Romans 2:12-16 illustrate this work of conviction?

17. Why is the indwelling Spirit necessary to teach us the deep things of God?

18. The Spirit has often revealed himself how? Is it important to know if the Spirit is a real person?

19. How do we know the Holy Spirit is a conscious being with feelings?

20. What overwhelming evidence is there to the personality of the Spirit?

21. How does The Watchtower, which denies the personality of the Holy Spirit, show a major inconsistency?

22. How do we know the Father, Son and Holy Spirit have equal authority?

23. How can three persons be one God?

24. What do some claim of the Trinity doctrine? Why should we examine the writings of the 1st and 2nd century church?

25. How does the Bible warn of the antichrist?

26. What does The Watchtower say about this antichrist?

27. Are ‘antichrist’ teachings related to the Gnostic views? What does Barnes Notes say about 1 John 2:18? How important is our concept of Christ?

28. What does 1 John 2:23 add to our understanding about the antichrist?

29. How do the early church fathers speak of the Tri-unity of God?

30.
 Did the Trinitarian doctrine originate at the Council of Nicea? Who held the orthodox view, Athanasius or Arius?

31.
 Why was the Nicene Creed formed?

32. Why are opposers of the Trinity often inconsistent?

33. How does Jesus satisfy our desire to understand God? Whom alone can reveal the truth to you?

“The Truth That Gives You Eternal Life”

Chapter 4

JESUS—THE WAY, TRUTH AND LIFE

Have you ever stood on the edge of the Grand Canyon in Arizona, looking over to the opposite side?  The awesomeness of this great chasm and the immense distance from rim to rim can overwhelm a person for hours on end. It is a seemingly impassable chasm.

THE CHASM BETWEEN US AND GOD

1.  Such earthly wonders can illustrate an even greater chasm, a spiritual one.  Jesus spoke about this chasm in His parable of the rich man and Lazarus.  In the parable, the patriarch Abraham says to the rich man: “Between us and you there is a great chasm fixed, in order that those who wish to come over from here to you may not be able, and that none may cross over from there to us” (Luke 16:26 NAS). 

What has caused this great rift between God and man?  Romans 3:23 says, “For all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.” It is SIN.  The word sin, as used in the scriptures, comes from the Greek word, hamartia, which means, “to miss the mark,” just as an archer would shoot an arrow that could never quite make it to the target.  Likewise, the target that we are supposed to be reaching is moral perfection and close communion with God.  To sin is to fall short of this target.  Fornication, sensuality, idolatry, strife, jealousy, drunkenness, etc., are some of the sins that we can become victims of, according to Galatians 5:19-21.  The apostle Paul says that practising such things would keep us out of the kingdom of God. But exactly why are these actions called sins? 

For one thing, they are harmful to the welfare and spirituality of others. But primarily, the reason that they are sins is that they alienate us from God, and cause us to fall short of moral perfection. Could we say that jealousy and anger are “lesser” sins than lust?  Both involve sins against another person, and could have equal effect.  Both alienate us from God, and may sever our relationship with Him.  Both are sins. Both carry the same penalty (Romans 6:23).

THE GRAVITY OF SIN

2.  Today, people often judge sins according to the effect they have on one’s self and others.  But most of the time the most important aspect of sin is overlooked—how it affects our relationship with God.   Therefore, most people in today’s world do not see the real gravity, or seriousness of sin.  A person cannot really understand what sin is unless they have a relationship with God. 

We can illustrate this if we think of two people who are very much in love.  They are very sensitive to what each other says and does.  When persons are in love, their feelings are much more easily hurt when one does something that offends the other in even the slightest way: Love involves tender emotions.  But they are also just as willing to forgive in love, and as a result of showing forgiveness, they are often drawn even closer together.

3.  So it is with God’s feelings about mankind.  From the beginning, there was meant to be a love relationship and a close communion between God and man.

The book of Genesis speaks of God as walking in the garden in the cool of the day (Genesis 3:8).  He desired a love relationship between himself and his children.  Man could sever that relationship by an unloving word or act, if it was intentional and deliberate.  That’s what our forefather Adam did; he severed that relationship by disobedience.  It was a simple act, eating a fruit; but in that moment he plunged himself into sin (missing the mark) and became subject to spiritual death (Genesis  2:17).   Adam’s relationship with God died, by his own choice.  How serious was the effect of this sin?  Now Adam had to make his own standards, since he could not attain to God’s; He had fallen short of moral perfection.  He had to live his own life now, and make it his own way.  Proverbs 14:12 says, “There is a way which seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death.” So no matter in what direction the man walked after that, as long as he pursued his own course of life, it might “seem right,” but the ends of it would be death.  He had pulled away from the Source of Life (Jer. 17:13).

4.  Being dead in the spirit, and dying in the flesh, Adam was separated from God. The ground was cursed, and Adam spent the rest of his life toiling and striving to make it his own way (Genesis 3:17-19).  What he did not have and did not seek (a close relationship with God) he would not pass on to his offspring.  They would automatically inherit sin and death.  They could not attain moral perfection, nor would they have a natural relationship with their Creator.  If they were to ever draw close to their Creator, it would have to be by means of His goodwill and efforts, for they would be helpless to do so.

Note carefully, in summary, that it is not necessarily certain actions in themselves that alienate us from God; but it is the lack of a close relationship or intimacy with God that is often the root of sin.  In a love relationship, actions can be forgiven.  Deliberate rejection, by its very nature, cannot be forgiven, nor does it desire forgiveness and reconciliation.  People so often think that certain actions will alienate them from God; but in reality it is the closing of the doors of communication that draws them away from God.  Those who have had parents who loved and disciplined them can well appreciate this. 

But would God seek to draw man unto him despite the transgressions of their father, Adam? Could He love the offspring of fallen man? If your neighbour became your enemy, would you seek to show compassion for his offspring?  To do requires humility and a real faith in the potential goodness of man.  And that was precisely God’s intention; to show such mercy towards Adam’s children.   How was this merciful hope for man revealed?

PRE-CHRISTIAN PICTURES OF SALVATION

5.  One of the first indications of the desire of fallen man to establish communion with God was when Abel offered up a burnt sacrifice.  It cost Abel something—a choice lamb of his flock (he being a shepherd).  What was the significance of such an offering?  It was that he was sensitive to the need for communion with God; he knew what was lacking in his life, and he desired to obtain it.  He displayed this need by offering to God his best—an expression of giving.

His brother Cain gave too; the first-fruits of his labours in the fields (he was a farmer).  The Bible does not give a direct reason for God’s rejection of Cain’s offering, but later events reveal that his heart was full of envy and jealousy towards his brother Abel.  Outwardly, he was doing what he thought God wanted; but inwardly he was unregenerated.  He was not seeking closer communion with God; therefore, none of his actions, however righteous they might have seemed, were of any value to God. This situation can be illustrated in a family relationship.  Two sons, alienated from their father by years of rebellion, each present gifts to their ageing father.  One, hoping to win the forgiveness of the father and bridge the gap of communication; the other doing so out of a sense of responsibility, but yet remaining unchanged in his relationship with his father.  Would it seem odd for the father to accept gifts from the one and not the other?

And yet with Cain, the Lord still opened the way for him to receive God’s favour, when He said to Cain:  “If you do well, will not your countenance be lifted up? And if you do not do well, sin is crouching at the door; and its desire is for you, but you must master it” (Genesis 4:7).

This offer Cain rejected and sin gained the mastery over him; and eaten up with jealousy, he killed his own brother. Note once again: Even as wrong actions do not necessarily alienate us from God, so it is true that right actions do not necessarily draw us closer to God.  The question is:  “How is our love-relationship with God?  This is important to remember in a world where people judge by outward appearances.

6.  In the next pre-Christian picture of salvation, we find Noah building the ark to save himself, his family, and the animals. He did not do it of his own accord, but at the direction of God and according to HIS instructions. Noah was credited in the end, not for building the ark, but because he walked with the true God (Genesis 6:8, 9).

After the flood, Noah offered a sacrifice to God, and Genesis 8:21 says, “And the Lord smelled the soothing aroma; and the Lord said to Himself, I will never again curse the ground on account of man, for the intent of man’s heart is evil from his youth.” Noah saw the need to make peace with God and establish close relations with Him.

7.  A drama involving the patriarch Abraham is most pictorial in revealing unto man the way of salvation.  Up until now, we can see the theme of SACRIFICE in all of these examples of persons who want to bridge the chasm between themselves and God. Now, further revelations on the meaning of sacrifice became known.

Abraham is given the promise by the Lord Yahweh that, “I shall make your descendants as the dust of the earth” and “I will make you a great nation, and I will bless you” (Genesis 13:16; 12:2).  Abraham later realised that this was to be fulfilled through his son, Isaac, whom Hebrews 11:17 calls his only-begotten.  But then God did a strange thing.  He asked Abraham to offer up his son as a sacrifice (Gen. 22:2)!  This was to test Abraham’s devotion.  At the critical moment, Isaac’s life was spared.  Now we see a further picture of what was to come.  This sacrifice was (1) human and (2) a beloved, only-begotten son.

8.  By the time of Moses, two further revelations on this same theme became evident.  At one point during their wilderness journey, the Israelites were dying off from the bites of poisonous serpents, which were sent to punish them for their rebelliousness.  Note what happened thereafter in Numbers 21:7-9:

“So the people came to Moses and said. We have sinned, because we have spoken against the Lord and you; intercede with the Lord, that he may remove the serpents from us.  And Moses interceded for the people. Then the Lord said to Moses, Make a fiery serpent, and set it on the standard; and it shall come about, that everyone who is bitten, when he looks at it, he shall live.  And Moses made a bronze serpent and set it on the standard; and it came about, that if a serpent bit any man, when he looked to the bronze serpent, he lived.”

We see here that the people recognised the need for someone to intercede for them to God (a mediator).  Moses interceded by means of the brazen serpent; by lifting up a banner of salvation. All a person had to do was just look at this brazen serpent on a crosspiece, and they would be spared.  This was to be a picture, or type, of salvation as a free gift unto all that would avail themselves of it.

Another aspect, or type of salvation, was the life of Moses himself.  He was to be a mediator between God and man.  He would also be a living sacrifice, for as Hebrews 11:24-27 tells us, he gave up the pursuits of the world’s treasures in order to dedicate himself to rescuing God’s people from bondage.

9.  All of these example are “types” of who was to follow.  These were people who had real living faith in the fact that God loved his people and had a great plan of salvation for them.  Note the message given to us in Hebrews 11:

“By faith Abel offered to God a better sacrifice than Cain, through which he obtained the testimony that he was righteous…”By faith Noah, being warned by God about things not yet seen, in reverence prepared an ark for the salvation of his household, by which he condemned the world, and became an heir of the righteousness which is according to faith.

“By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac; and he who had received the promises was offering up his only begotten son; it was he, to whom it was said,  ‘In Isaac your descendants shall be called.’ He considered that God is able to raise men even from the dead; from which he also received him back as a type.

“By faith Moses, when he had grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter; choosing rather to endure ill-treatment with the people of God, than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin; considering the reproach of Christ greater riches than the treasures of Egypt; for he was looking to the reward.  By faith he left Egypt, not fearing the wrath of the king; for he endured, as seeing Him who is unseen.”

10.  In the days of the prophet Isaiah, God clearly revealed more about the great sacrifice to come, Isaiah 11:11-12 shows how God would “raise up a standard (like the brazen serpent) for the nations from the root of Jesse,” who will “stand as a signal for the peoples,” thus signifying how this person, or Messiah, would give mankind salvation, and intercede for their sins; to bridge the chasm between God and man.  Please take the time right now to read Isaiah chapter 53, foretelling this Messiah who would intercede for man and bridge the chasm.

Prophetic statements are made there such as “Our griefs he bore, our sorrows he carried,” He was pierced for our transgressions,” “by His scourging we are healed,” “The Lord has caused the iniquity of us all to fall upon him,” and so forth.  Clearly this Messiah would intercede for man and carry our guilt on His shoulders. 

By all of these “types” or prophecies about the Messiah, the Jews should have been led to expect one who would offer the supreme sacrifice for their sins.  He was also to deliver them from bondage and establish a righteous kingdom with no end.  The Jews anticipated what Isaiah had foretold:

“The people who walk in darkness will see a great light; those who live in a dark land, the light will shine on them. 

“For a child will be born to us, a son will be given to us; and the government will rest on His shoulders… 

“There will be no end to the increase of His government or of peace, on the throne of David and over His kingdom” (Isaiah 9:2, 6a, 7a). 

11.  The prophet Daniel had foretold the great atonement of the sins of the people in Daniel 9:24:

“Seventy weeks are decreed for your people and your holy city, for putting an end to transgression, for placing the seals on sin, for expiating crime, for introducing everlasting integrity, for setting the seal on vision and on prophecy, for anointing the Holy of Holies” (Jerusalem Bible).

The Messiah would bring these things about and Daniel even gave the means of determining when the Messiah was to come: 

“So you are to know and discern that from the issuing of a decree to restore and rebuild Jerusalem until Messiah the Prince there will be seven weeks and sixty-two weeks” (v. 25).

The Messiah would establish an everlasting covenant and cause offerings and sacrifices to cease forever:

“And he will make a firm covenant with the many for one week, but in the middle of the week he will put a stop to sacrifice and grain offering…” (v. 27).

The Messiah would himself be the sacrifice, the Lamb of God.

THE LAMB OF GOD

12.  About 2,000 years ago, an angel appeared to a man called Joseph and spoke concerning his wife Mary, yet a virgin:  “And she will bear a son; and you shall call His name Jesus, for it is He who will save His people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21).

When Jesus appeared to John the Baptist to be baptised, John spoke up and said, “Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world” (John 1:29).  Like a sacrificial lamb, he was to pay the price for our sins; and would live and die as a sacrifice for mankind.

13.  We have already examined Jesus’ claims of Godship and of his being the Word, or spokesman for God, in previous material.  He shared the very nature and attributes of God.  But why could not an angel or another creature of God, high in rank or position, have become a man and offered up himself as the “Lamb of God?” If all that was required was “like for like,” a sinless man to take the place of Adam as some claim, then any angel should be able to do this act.  Those who deny the deity of Christ must admit this possibility.

Some will say, “A perfect man was needed to take the place of a perfect man.” But nowhere in the scriptures does it say that Adam was perfect.  The account in Genesis merely reveals that Adam was innocent (Gen. 1:31; 2:25).  The Greek adjective that is translated “perfect” is teleios, of which Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words says, “TELEIOS signifies having reached its end, finished, complete, perfect” (pp. 173, 174; Vol. III).

It could certainly not be said of Adam that he was finished, or that he had been completed, morally and spiritually.  In virtually all cases of the word “perfect” being used in the scriptures in reference to intelligent beings, it is not referring to their physical condition, but rather to the tried and tested moral and spiritual condition of that person (Hebrews 10:1; James 3:2), or with the completion of a specific office (Hebrews 5:9).  An inanimate object or an unreasoning animal can be perfect if it is all that it is supposed to be; but Adam never became what he was supposed to be, therefore he was never perfect.  Apparently some of God’s angels were not perfect either, for they failed to be what they were supposed to be (Jude 6) and lost their original position in heaven.  It is only after a moral creature is tried and tested that he is declared perfect (Hebrews 12:23; I John 4:18).  God the Father and Jesus Christ are not creatures, and have always been perfect.

14.  In Revelation 5 it speaks of a book sealed with seven seals of God:  “And I saw a strong angel proclaiming with a loud voice, Who is worthy to open the book and to break its seals?  And no one in heaven or on the earth, or under the earth, was able to open the book, or to look into it” (Rev. 5:2-3).

There was not an angel or creation of God that was worthy to open these seals, but only the Lamb of God, Jesus Christ.  The announcement was made: 

‘Worthy is the Lamb that was slain to receive power and riches and wisdom and might and honour and glory and blessings” and “To Him who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb, he blessing and honour and glory and dominion forever and ever” (Rev. 5:12-13).

Whom did all the created beings worship?  The Father and the Son. Only God could pay the price to redeem man.   And we can only fully appreciate the price paid if we realise that Jesus was one and the same substance with God, co-equal and co-eternal; Father and Son.  To put it in human terms, it is one thing to allow something of your own creation to be separated from you; it is quite another thing to be separated from someone of your own flesh and blood and to allow them to see suffering and shame. 

Likewise, Father and Son are One, and were never to be separated.  They share the same eternal glory, as well as the worship of their creatures. 

WORSHIP THE FIRSTBORN

15.  Did Jesus ever prevent others from worshipping him?  It is clear that angels certainly prevented others from ever attempting to worship them (Rev. 19:10).  But of Jesus, Hebrews 1:6 says, “And let all the angels of God worship him.”

The word translated worship in Greek is proskuneo, occurring 60 times in the Greek scriptures.  In 22 instances it refers to the worship of God the Father, or the Godhead; in 5 instances it does not identify the object of worship; 17 instances are in reference to idolatrous worship; 15 instances of worship of Christ; and only 2 of allowed salutation to man, used in an illustration in Matthew 18:26, 29.

16.  Continually we find Jesus’ disciples and others asking Jesus to do supernatural things for them.  He said to the Samaritan woman at the well, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that says to you, ‘Give Me a drink,’ you would have asked Him, and He would have given you living water.  In a serious storm, Jesus’ disciples beseeched him, “Save us Lord, we are perishing” (Matt.  8:25).  In John 5:40 Jesus said to the Jews that would not believe in Him, “You are unwilling to come to me, that you may have life.”

17.  Now, if it were proper to address and worship Jesus while he was yet human, and expect Him to answer their cry, why would people claim it improper to do so after His resurrection and glorification?  Is it reasonable that requests to Jesus be denied now, while all of His disciples did so before and after His death (Acts 7:59-60)?  Jesus said, “And whatever you ask in My name, that will I do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son.  If you ask Me anything in My name, I will do it” (John 14:13-14).  Ask Him, and He will do it!  How could we ask Him if we can’t pray to Him?  Let us be careful that the words of John 5:40 do not apply to us. 

18.  Let us consider the term “first-born.” Colossians 1:15 says, “He [Christ] is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation.” In the nation of Israel, the expression “first born” (Greek prototokos) referred primarily to rank, and not necessarily to the order of birth.  Joseph supplanted Reuben as first-born (I Chr. 5:1-2).  Ephraim took the place of Manasseh as first-born (Gen. 48:13-20).  Compare also Genesis 27 and I Kings 1:5-53.

The five instances where first-born is applied to Christ are: 

Col. 1:15 First-born and producer of all Creation 

Col. 1:18 & Rev. 1:5 First resurrected to glory

Romans 8:29 Position in relation to the church 

Hebrews 1:6 God again brings his First-born into the earth 

By examining these occurrences and their context, the references to Christ as the First-born refers to His pre-eminence in all of these individual areas.

Why is Jesus called the only-begotten Son?

19.  The term only-begotten is used most often in the Bible to show a bringing into life, or bringing to birth; as in Genesis ch. 5.  The term comes from the Greek word monogenes, which often referred to the only child of certain parents (Luke 7:12; 8:42).

However, as with first-born, this word often refers to the status of a son.  For example, Hebrews 11:17 speaks of Isaac as Abraham’s only-begotten son; although it was clear that Abraham had other children, including Ishmael, who was born before Isaac.  But Isaac was special, and called his only-begotten, since he was given to Abraham from God by divine appointment.  He was unique to Abraham. Just as with Isaac, so it was with the only-begotten of God:

“And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, glory as of the only begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:4).

Christ’s glory was that of a unique relationship with God.  To say that only-begotten refers to Christ as having a beginning would also necessitate our saying that he was the only son God ever created; but this is a false line of logic.  The scriptures speak of the angels as being sons of God (Job 1:6; 38:7). So when the term “only-begotten” in reference to Christ must of necessity be applied just as in the case of Isaac—that he is unique and shares an intimacy with the Father that no son of God can or ever will.   It cannot be used to support the idea that Jesus is a “creation” of God.

THE HUMILITY AND SUBJECTION OF CHRIST

20.  John 3:16tells us, “For God so loved the world, that he gave His only-begotten Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish, but have eternal life.  For God did not send the Son into the world to judge the world, but that the world should be saved through him.”

What was Jesus’ purpose in coming to earth?  You will say, “To die for our sins and to draw men to God.” But why did Jesus have to grow up and live among humans and deal with them on such a personal level?  Why couldn’t a glorious angel have declared the gospel of salvation? The answer lies in Jesus’ humanity.  He “emptied himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men” (Phil. 2:7).

Jesus found no better way to teach humility than by washing the feet of his disciples. He knew of no better way to teach compassion and love than by healing the sick and raising the dead.  God knew of no better way to bridge the chasm between himself and man but by himself becoming a man—yet retaining the quality of Godship.  Colossians 2:9 says of Jesus:  “For in him all the fullness of Deity dwells in bodily form.” 

This was not the first time God had manifested himself in the form of a man; other times he had evidently done so in the form of the incarnate Son.  Genesis 3:8 tells us that Adam and Eve heard the sound of Yahweh God walking in the garden.   Abraham talked with God face-to-face (Genesis 18:23-33).  Moses spoke to God face-to-face (Ex. 33:11).  Isaiah feared that he would die for seeing Yahweh, Lord of Hosts (Isa. 6:1-5).  None of these men saw the full glory and majesty of God (Ex. 33:20; I Tim. 6:16); but it says they saw God.

21.  At times people will point to the humility of Christ and His subjection to the Father, while on earth, as proof of saying he is a “lesser being.” This is a great misunderstanding.  If we understand that Jesus is the means of bridging the chasm between God and man, and that he would need to show people how to worship God in Spirit and truth (John 4:24), and to have the proper attitude of reverence for God, his life and ministry become very clear.  He had to show his followers how to pray, how to trust in the Father, how to be true sons of God. The only way he could really teach them effectively was to become just like them in all things (Hebrew 2:17), to be temporarily made “lower than the angels” (Hebrews 2:9) and subject to the Father in heaven, in such a state he could say, “The Father is greater than I” (John 14:28).

If we were the president-owner of a huge corporation, and would have given it all up to become a shoe-shine man, we would have taken the role of a lesser person.  Likewise, the scriptures say that Christ emptied himself of his glory, to become a human being.

In being called the “Son,” as well as being a mediator between God and man, there must obviously be a difference of headship.  Just as man is head of woman, God the Father is head over Christ (I Cor. 11:3).  This does not make the Son lesser than the Father in substance or nature; any more than the wife is lesser than the husband.  It means that Christ acknowledges the Father as being “head” over him and his office of mediator and High Priest. By His course of life on earth, he would be “perfected” for His role as High Priest (Hebrews 2:10; 5:7-10).  He was subject to all aspects of human nature, and yet remained sinless.  To not be fully human (and yet, fully God) would render His life on earth as of little value in reaching down and touch the hearts of sinful mankind.  Of necessity he must partake of the limitations of men, as well as their dependent nature.  This arrangement would obviously end at His resurrection and glorification (John 17:5).

CHRIST OUR HEAD

22.  All Christians are under the headship of Christ (I Cor. 11:3).  Just as a wife shares a oneness with her husband, so must we share in a union with Christ, who is head of the whole Christian congregation (Ephesians 5:23-24).  We are members of the body of Christ (Eph. 5:30).  How far does this intimacy extend? What is rightly due our head?  First and most obvious of all—Intimacy cannot be established between two persons without direct communication.  It is absurd to expect to develop an intimate relationship with Christ if we never talk or pray with him, ask him for our needs (as a head must properly supply) and express to him our appreciation of all that he has done for us.  We must warm up to Christ, and become an obedient servant to him.  Only then we can truly honour the Father, as this is His arrangement (John 5:21-23).  If we ignore our head, and just apply to the Father, we are usurping God’s arrangement.  Jesus not only must be our exemplar, but we must “abide in him,” seeking communion with him through the Spirit (I John 3:24).

What significance is there to the Communion (the Lord’s evening meal)? It is communion (sharing) with Christ.  It is an intimate sharing: 

“This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me.” 

“This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me” (I Cor.  11:24-25).

Disrespect for this intimate sharing with Christ caused sickness and even death among some (I Cor. 11:30).  This communion pointed forward to the marriage supper of the Lamb, spoken of in Revelation 19:7, 9: “Let us rejoice and be glad and give the glory to him, for the marriage of the Lamb has come and his bride has made herself ready.” And, “Blessed are those who are invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb.”

The apostle Paul had said to those at Corinth, “For I am jealous for you with a godly jealousy; for I betrothed you to one husband, that to Christ I might present you as a chaste virgin.  But I am afraid, lest as the serpent deceived Eve by his craftiness, your minds should be led astray from the simplicity and purity of devotion to Christ.”

Christians are “married” to Christ, and they are to show devotion to him. They worship and honour him along with the Father.  They “follow the Lamb wherever he goes”  (Rev. 14:4).  He gives them eternal life:   “I give eternal life to them, and they shall never perish; and no one shall snatch them out of my hand” (John 10:28).

CHRIST OUR SACRIFICE

23.  Imagine yourself listening to Jesus during the last days of His earthly ministry, and he  is trying to prepare you for what  lies  ahead—his sacrificial death.  But this would only be a temporary situation; for he would then be lifted to the glory he once shared with the Father (John 17:5).  The hour had come for the Son of Man to be glorified:

“Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains by itself alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit” (John 12:23-24).

Then a short time later Jesus said, “‘And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself.’ But he was saying this to indicate what sort of death by which he was to die” (John 12:32).

Jesus knew how he would die, and how his death would be the “antitype” of the brazen serpent in the wilderness: 

“And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the Son of Man be lifted up; that whoever believes may in him have eternal life” (John 3:14-15).

All those who looked upon the brazen serpent that Moses used to intercede with, gained their lives (Numbers 21:9). So also all that would gaze upon the Son of Man and believe in him would also gain life. The Bible speaks of no other way; and there are no works that can earn our salvation—we must look upon him.

24.  As a part of the Law given to Moses, there was another “type” or picture of salvation. This was the “scapegoat.” As part of a cleansing ceremony, the sins of the nation would be carried by this goat: 

“Then Aaron shall lay both of his hands on the head of the live goat, and confess over it all the iniquities of the sons of Israel, and all their transgressions in regard to all their sins; and he shall lay them on the head of the goat and send it away into the wilderness by the hand of a man who stands in readiness.”

All of their sins were placed upon this goat as a burden, and it was sent off into the wilderness, where a man stood ready to ensure its death. This was a type of Jesus Christ, and how he would carry all of our sins and suffer death (and alienation from God) in our place, so that we might have life:

“But we do see Him who has been made for a little while lower than the angels, namely, Jesus, because of the suffering of death crowned with glory and honour, that by the grace of God He might taste death for everyone” (Hebrews 2:9).

This was a tremendous burden for Christ to carry.  Anticipating it, he sweated drops of blood (Luke 22:44); he cried out for the Father to save him from this hour wherein he would be left all alone and burdened with all of our guilt (John 12:27); and in his final moment of agony, not only just the physical torture of the cross, but the greater shame of being separated from God as one deserving of death, he cried out in his final breath:

“My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46) 

In that horrible moment he bore the sins of the world, and separation from the Father.

All of the pre-Christian pictures of salvation, including the Mosaic law, pointed to the supreme sacrifice of Christ:

“Therefore the Law has become our tutor to lead us to Christ, that we may be justified by faith” (Galatians 3:24).

SALVATION BY FAITH

25.  If, as Galatians 3:24 says, the Law is our tutor leading us to the real sacrifice (that of Christ Jesus), then what was to happen to the Mosaic Law?

Galatians 3:25 says, “But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a tutor.” Yahweh God spent 4000 years in teaching mankind about the need for Christ as a sacrifice. The Ten Commandments and the rest of the Mosaic Law were part of the lessons.  One effective way that they had shown the need for Christ’s sacrifice is that, “The Ten Commandments were given so that all could see the extent of their failure to obey God’s laws”(Romans 5:20 LB).

Man needed to fully understand that he was imperfect; and what better way to emphasise it could there be than to give man a perfect law to follow.

Obviously man could not keep a perfect law due to his sinful nature, no matter how hard he tried:

“Now do you see it?  No one can ever be made right in God’s sight by doing what the law commands.  For the more we know of God’s laws, the clearer it becomes that we are not obeying them; his laws serve only to remind us that we are sinners” (Romans 3:20 LB).

When we are faced with a list of God’s perfect requirements, we soon realise that the great chasm between fallen human nature and moral perfection.  Until we accept the atoning sacrifice of Christ to pay the price for our sins, we are dead in God’s eyes:

“You were dead in sins, and your sinful desires were not yet cut away.  Then he gave you a share in the very life of Christ, for he forgave all your sins, and blotted out the charges proved against you, the list of his commandments which you had not obeyed.  He took this list of sins and destroyed it by nailing it to Christ’s cross.  In this way God took away Satan’s power to accuse you of sin, and God openly displayed to the world Christ’s triumph at the cross where your sins were all taken away” (Col. 2:13-15 LB).

26.  By Jesus dying a sacrificial death, he met the demands of the ransom.  The Mosaic Law demanded perfect obedience, which he gave. The whole purpose of the Mosaic Law was accomplished, and it was no longer valid on any of humankind (Gal.  3:19).  For generations to come, it would serve as a reminder of God’s perfect moral standards; but would not be used as a basis for judging the people of God. Note the way the Living Bible makes it clear in Romans 3:21-26 (paraphrased):

“But now God has shown us a different way to heaven—not by ‘being good enough’ and trying to keep his laws, but by a new way (though not new, really, for the scriptures told about it long ago).  Now God says he will accept and acquit us—declare us ‘not guilty’—if we trust Jesus Christ to take away our sins.  And we all can be saved in this same way, by coming to Christ, no matter who we are or what we have been like.  Yes, all have sinned; all fall short of God’s glorious ideal; yet now God declared us ‘not guilty’ of offending him if we trust in Jesus Christ, who in his kindness freely takes away our sins.

“For God sent Christ Jesus to take the punishment for our sins and to end all God’s anger against us.  He used Christ’s blood and our faith as the means of saving us from his wrath.  In this way he was being entirely fair, even though he did not punish those who sinned in former times.  For he was looking forward to the time when Christ would come and take away those sins.  And now in these days also he can receive sinners in this same way, because Jesus took away their sins.  But isn’t this unfair for God to let criminals go free, and say that they are innocent?  No, for he does it on the basis of their trust in Jesus who took away their sins” (Romans 3:21-26 LB). 

27.  In fact, the Jews were never really saved due to their keeping the Mosaic Law—because they couldn’t.  If all the Jews that ever lived were judged by their own law, none could be saved:

“We aren’t saved from sin’s grasp by knowing the commandments of God, because we can’t and don’t keep them, but God put into effect a different plan to save us.  He sent his own Son in a human body like ours—except that ours are sinful—and destroyed sin’s control over us by giving himself as a sacrifice for our sins.  So now we can obey God’s laws if we follow after the Holy Spirit and no longer obey the old evil nature within us” (Romans 8:3-4 LB).

What is this “evil nature” that works within us to harm, and how can we follow after the Holy Spirit?  Notice how the first question is answered in Romans 7:5 (LB):
“When your old nature was still active, sinful desires were at work within you, making you want to do whatever God said not to, and producing sinful deeds, the rotting fruit of death.”

Just like an undisciplined child that is told, “Stay out of the cookie jar!” and then immediately develops the desire for a cookie, so our sinful nature causes us to desire what is wrong for us, that is the way we are from the day we are born until the day we die.  The Law Code was written to judge our evil desires; but notice that sin is working within us to our harm:

“But sin used this law against evil desires by reminding me that such desires are wrong and arousing all kinds of forbidden desires within me!  Only if there were no laws to break would there be no sinning” (Romans 7:8 LB).

As long as there are rules around for God’s people to follow for their salvation, they will always remain under guilt, for they will never keep all the rules perfectly.  Guilt separates us from God and widens the chasm between us and God.  And as Paul said, only if there were no laws to break would there be no consciousness of sin and guilt.  Romans 4:15 (LB) says:

“But the fact of the matter is this: when we try to gain God’s blessing and salvation by keeping his laws we always end up under his anger, for we always fail to keep them.  The only way we can keep from breaking laws is not to have any to break!”

Would it be possible to live without a code of laws?

LIVING BY THE SPIRIT

28.  All along, the problem we face is our sinful  nature.  This  “old personality” must be put to death, so that we can live a new life, following the leading of the Holy Spirit, who indwells Christians.

Christians must give up their old way of life which includes our trying to “earn points” with God for salvation.  Christians do not try to reach God through their works, or by obedience to religious rules.  They must die to their old way of life, as well as their old personality.  Then they ask the Lord Jesus Christ, by means of the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in their hearts (John 14:17) to come into them and begin to change them so that they may walk with God by means of faith and trust; and not by some set of rules or instructions.

29.  Our old nature does not disappear altogether when we live by means of the Holy Spirit.  But we experience a “war” of interests between our old self and our new personality, just as Paul reveals:

“It seems to be a fact of life that when I want to do what is right, I inevitably do what is wrong.  I love to do God’s will so far as my new nature is concerned; but there is something else deep within me, in my lower nature, that is at war with my mind and wins the fight and makes me a slave to the sin that is still within me.  In my mind I want to be God’s willing servant but instead I find myself still enslaved to sin.

“So now you see how it is: my new life tells me to do right, but the old nature that is still inside me loves to sin.  Oh, what a terrible predicament I’m in!  Who will free me from my slavery to this deadly lower nature?  Thank God! It has been done by Jesus Christ our Lord. He has set me free” (Romans 7:21-25 LB).

A Christian is thereby faced each day with the decision to either listen to his old nature or to follow the leading of the Holy Spirit:

“Those who let themselves be controlled by their lower nature live only to please themselves, but those who follow after the Holy Spirit find themselves doing the things that please God.  Following after the Holy Spirit leads to life and peace, but following after the old nature leads to death because the old sinful nature within us is against God.  It never did obey God’s laws and it never will.  That’s why those who are still under the control of their old sinful selves, bent on following their old evil desires, can never please God. 

“But you are not like that.  You are controlled by your new nature if you have the Spirit of God living in you.  (And remember that if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ living in him, he is not a Christian at all.) Yet, even though Christ lives within you, your body will die because of sin; but your spirit will live, for Christ has pardoned it.  And if the Spirit of God, who raised up Jesus from the dead, lives in you, he will make your dying body live again after you die, by means of this same Holy Spirit living within you” (Romans 8:8-15 LB).

Christians are to put the old nature to death, and are enabled by the power of the Holy Spirit to let Christ “blossom out” in themselves. When they seek to run their own affairs, they inevitably fall victim to the old ways they had thought they had given up.  But when they once again allow the Lord free access to their lives, to show them what to do and how to live each day, they are then living by the Spirit, and enjoy a deep inner rest in their souls; a rest from their own vain works (Hebrews 4:9-10).

30.  Many have a distorted view of what it means to “put aside the old nature” and then to live by the Spirit.  Many religions believe you must quit all of your former immoral and fleshly habits and strive to clean up your life, using a list of standards for moral living that they have derived from the Bible.  But to view “living by the Holy Spirit” as such, is to miss the point entirely.  Our outward habits and our morality, however commendable, do not necessarily mean that Christ is living in us; any more than it would for a pious Jew living under the Mosaic Law, and yet who had rejected Christ.  We must “die” to the concept of living our lives by a law code or set of rules, and become joined to Christ (Romans 7:1-4).  A person who is living by Christian principles and striving to maintain a set of standards, yet who does not have the Spirit of God living in them to direct their daily lives, is not really a Christian according to Romans 8:9 (see also Romans 8:11-16).  Rather, we must give up in our striving to follow a prescribed plan or way to God, and open our life to Christ and ask him to now live through us.

31.  To use an analogy: When a person is demon-possessed, the demon dwells inside of that person and motivates their speech and actions.   To be indwelt or “possessed” by Christ means that we are voluntarily letting him walk and talk through us as we leave yourself open to him (He will not force his way in). Thus it can be said that we are “temples of the Holy Spirit” (I Cor. 6:19). Jesus is our “head” (I Cor. 11:3). Just as a husband and his bride work as “one” in an intimate relationship, with the wife being submissive to the direction of the husband to make important decisions. A true Christian would not habitually usurp the headship of Christ (Ephesians 5:25). Even if we should desire a ministry or special assignment from the Lord, we should wait upon him to show us what to do.

Communication is the all-vital key to this. Just as the husband and wife should be in constant communication, the wife submitting her ideas and requests to the husband to seek his support, so also does the Christian congregation with Christ.

Just as a husband can often detect the specific needs of his wife, even before she is aware of them, so also does this One who lives within Christians:

“And in the same way the Spirit also helps our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we should, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us with groanings too deep for words; and He who searches the hearts knows what the mind of the Spirit is, because He intercedes for the saints according to the will of God” (Romans 8:26-27).

If we live by the law, guilt caused by failure to live up to that law will separate us from God.  But if we live by the Holy Spirit, nothing can separate us from the love and comforting assurance of Christ (Romans 8:35-39). There are none who can condemn us if we live by means of the Holy Spirit (Romans 8:1).

32.  Those who refuse to discern the work of the Holy Spirit will not understand the Christian who speaks of such marvellous things: 

“But the man who isn’t a Christian can’t understand and can’t accept these thoughts from God, which the Holy Spirit teaches us. They sound foolish to him because only those who have the Holy Spirit within them can understand what the Holy Spirit means. Others just can’t take it in.  But the spiritual man has insight into everything and that bothers and baffles the man of the world, who can’t understand him at all. How could he? For certainly he has never been one to know the Lord’s thoughts, or to discuss them with him, or to move the hands of God by prayer.  But strange as it seems, we Christians actually do have within us a portion of the very thoughts and mind of Christ” (I Cor. 2:14-16 LB).

Walking with God is a whole different way of life than people are naturally accustomed to. We walk by faith, and not by sight (II Cor. 5:7). But our faith does not always remain steady; and some who call themselves Christians have never experienced “walking” with God in faith.

33.  In the early Christian congregation, those who wanted to walk by “law” became a source of trouble and dissension.  These “Judaisers” did not understand why Christians were not supposed to live under a code of laws. Indeed, to lose our walk of faith and return to living by a law system is sin:

“Rather, we are sinners if we start rebuilding the old systems I have been destroying, of trying to be saved by keeping Jewish laws, for it was through reading the scripture that I came to realise that I could never find God’s favour by trying—and failing—to obey the laws. I came to realise that acceptance with God comes by believing in Christ.

“I am not one of those who treats Christ’s death as meaningless. For if we could be saved by keeping Jewish laws, then there was no need for Christ to die” (Galatians 2:18, 21 LB).

Paul admonishes the Jewish Christians in the province of Galatia:

‘We Jewish Christians know very well that we cannot become right with God by obeying our Jewish laws, but only by faith in Christ Jesus to take away our sins. And so we, too, have trusted Jesus because we have obeyed the Jewish laws. For no one will ever be saved by obeying them” (Galatians 2:16 LB).

If a person is to believe that there are certain “laws” that Christians must abide by, and that their salvation is dependent upon following these laws, that person thereby places himself under the curse that was once lifted by the sacrifice of Christ:

“On the other hand those who rely on obedience to the law are under a curse; for scripture says, ‘A curse is on all who do not persevere in doing everything that is written in the Book of the Law.’ It is evident that no one is ever justified before God in terms of law; because we read, ‘he shall gain life who is justified by faith.’ Now law is not at all a matter of having faith: we read, ‘he who does this shall gain life by what he has done’” (Galatians 3:10-12 NE).

34.  Actually, the only comprehensive set of rules ever given to God’s people at any time was the Mosaic Law, and it was never intended to justify mankind before God. God had always promised to save his children by their faith: 

“Here’s what I am trying to say: God’s promise to save through faith—and God wrote this promise down and signed it—could not be cancelled or changed four hundred and thirty years later when God gave the Ten Commandments. If obeying those laws could save us, then it is obvious that this would be a different way of gaining God’s favour than Abraham’s way, for he simply accepted God’s promises. 

“Well, then, why were the laws given? They were added after the promise was given, to show men how guilty they are of breaking God’s laws. But this system of laws was to last only until the coming of Christ, the Child to whom God’s promise was made” (Galatians 3:17-19).

It would almost seem as if God’s laws, and his promise of living by faith, are opposed to each other; but notice what Galatians 3:21-25 says: 

“Well, then, are God’s laws and God’s promises against each other? Of course not! If we could be saved by his laws, God would not have had to give us a different way to get out of the grip of sin—for the scriptures insist we are all its prisoners.  The only way out is through faith in Jesus Christ; the way of escape is open to all who believe him.

“Until Christ came we were guarded by the law, kept in protective custody, so to speak, until we could believe in the coming Saviour. “Let me put it another way, Jewish laws were our teacher and guide until Christ came to give us right standing with God through our faith. But now that Christ has come, we don’t need those laws any longer to guard us and lead us to him.”

35.  Nevertheless, some individuals were causing dissension in the early Christian congregation by insisting that Jewish Christians should “accept Jesus,” but must also live by rules and regulations. Many religions that claim to be Christian today parrot the same thought: “We must follow these certain rules (given by men who do not walk by the Spirit) and then, if we are diligent in doing so, perhaps we will be saved.” Such persons have been misled by false teachers and have been caught in a yoke of slavery to a law system. But the apostle Paul warns:

“So Christ has made us free.  Now make sure that you stay free and don’t get all tied up again in the chains of slavery to Jewish laws and ceremonies.   Listen to me, for this is serious:   If you are counting on circumcision and keeping the Jewish laws to make you right with God, then Christ cannot save you.  I’ll say it again.  Anyone trying to find favour with God by being circumcised must always obey every ether Jewish law or perish. Christ is useless to you if you are counting on clearing your debt to God by keeping those laws; you are lost from God’s grace. But we by the help of the Holy Spirit, are counting on Christ’s death to clear away our sins and make us right with God” (Galatians 5:1-4 LB).

Paul was emphatic in stressing the eternal judgement upon such a system: 

“Let God’s curse fall on anyone, including myself, who preaches any other way to be saved than the one we told you about; yes, if an angel comes from heaven and preaches any other Gospel than the one you welcomed, let God’s curse fall upon him.”

36.  Like Paul, our hearts go out to those who cannot grasp the significance of what it means to walk by faith.  It is as Paul said about such persons in Romans 10:2-3 (NAS):

 “For I bear them witness that they have a zeal for God, but not in accordance with knowledge.  For not knowing about God’s righteousness, and seeking to establish their own, they did not subject themselves to the righteousness of God.”

Countless millions have wasted their lives away trying to reach God by their own works or rules.  They are seeking to establish their own righteousness before God; but they have not understood the righteousness of God, nor have they subjected themselves to it; and that righteousness is centred in Christ (Romans 10:^).

Look, Father, look on his anointed face 

And only look on us as found in him.

Look not on our misusings of thy grace,

Our prayer so languid, and our faith so dim.

For lo! between our sin and their reward

We set the passion of thy Son our Lord.

William Bright

1. What great chasm is there between man and God?

2. How is man’s view of sin different than God’s view?

3. What kind of relationship was man supposed to have? How serious was Adam’s sin?

4. What did Adam lose for himself and his offspring? What did God intend to do for Adam’s offspring?

5. Why did Abel shed the blood of an animal for a sacrifice? What was Cain not seeking? How did God offer to show mercy to Cain, with negative results?

6. What was Noah honoured for: building the ark, or obedience? Why did Noah offer a blood sacrifice?

7. How was Abraham’s sacrifice a forerunner of something greater to come?

8. What was the fiery serpent a picture of? How was Moses a sacrifice?

9. In what similar way did Abel, Noah, Abraham and Moses show faith in a sacrifice?

10. What did Isaiah 11:11,12 reveal about the coming Mediator, who would bridge the chasm between God and man?

11. What prophecy did Daniel give about the Messiah, and the atonement of man’s sins? Who would be the great Sacrifice?

12. What does Matthew 1:21 and John 1:29 say about the role of Jesus?

13. Was Adam a perfect man in the scriptural sense of the word? How does this discredit the ‘like-for-like’ theory?

14. How is the Lamb of God different from all the creatures of Heaven?  Why does his sacrifice means so much more, with this in mind?

15.
Would an angel allow himself to be worshipped?

16.
Why did Jesus’ followers continually come to him for help?

17.
Why do true Christians still come to Jesus for help 1900 years later?

18.
What does the term “firstborn,” as applied to Christ, refer to?

19. What does the term “only-begotten,” as applied to Christ, refer to?

20. In addition to paying the price for our sins, why did Jesus have to become a man like us? Was this the first time God appeared as a man?

21. Why was the humility and subjection of Christ necessary for our sake? Does this humble role undermine his substance or nature (Godship)?

22. What does it mean to be “one with Christ” and to have communion with him? What does communion point forward to?

23. Why was Jesus’ death only to be temporary? How did the serpent in the wilderness picture Christ?

24. How did the “scapegoat” picture Christ? Why was sin a horrible burden for Christ to carry?

25. What happened, to the Law covenant under Moses? Why had the Law been given?

26. Why are Christians not under the Law today? We meet God’s requirements now by having a real faith in whom?

27. Did the Jews ever attain righteousness by keeping the Law? Why is the whole concept of a rule or law system totally ineffective in reaching God? 

28. What human tendency regarding rules and laws must we put to death? Who works to change us, ourselves or God?

29. What battle must we continually face? Who gives us the power to gain the victory over sin?

30. How do some mistakenly try to “put on” a new personality? What are they lacking?

31. What does it mean to be indwelt by Christ? How does the Holy Spirit guide and protect us?

32. Why are true Christians often misunderstood?

33. What did Paul say about trying to follow a law system? Are we covered by the blood of Christ if we reject God’s arrangement and opt for a law system instead?

34. Did God originally intend to save people by means of their faith, or by works? So why was the Law added?

35. How did opposers of the truth cause problems then and now?  How does Paul warn of such ones?

36. Why must we nevertheless have compassion on such ones? How does knowing these wonderful truths draw us closer to God?

“The Truth That Gives You Eternal Life”

Chapter 5

WHERE ARE THE DEAD?

1.  It is a sad thing to lose a loved one in death.  Perhaps there is no other time when human beings feel so helpless than at the death of one close to them.  All of us have, at one time or another, wondered: Where are the dead?  Are they in existence, apart from their body; or with God in heaven; or simply non-existent?

Death is certainly the opposite of life.  Death came upon Adam the moment he chose to disobey God.  God had told him about the tree of knowledge: 

“In the day that you eat from it you shall surely die” (Gen. 2:17).

Was God saying that Adam would cease to exist in the very day he ate of the fruit? What is the meaning of this term, death?  If light symbolises life (John 1:4-9) then is death symbolised by darkness and alienation from God, or by non-existence (see John 3:19-21, I Peter 2:9; Matt.  25:30)? We must certainly come to an understanding of what death is, as referred to in the scriptures.

2.  In the New Testament, the Greek word thanatos is used 111 times to signify death.  Vine’s Expository Dictionary tells us, that death is: 

a) the separation of the soul from the body; the latter ceasing to function and turning to dust.

b) the separation of man from God; Adam died on the very day he disobeyed God (Gen. 2:17) and hence all mankind are born in the same spiritual condition (Rom. 5:12, 14, 17, 21) from which, however, those who believe in Christ are delivered (John 5:24; I John 3:14).  Death is the opposite of life; it never denotes non-existence.  As spiritual life is ‘conscious existence in communion with God,’ so spiritual death is ‘conscious existence in separation from God.’ (Vol. I, p. 276)

It is important to remember that death as used in the scriptures takes on a broader application than does modern-day usage of the word.  Scientists view death as the cessation of existence as far as bodily functions are concerned.  But quite often the scriptures refer to death as meaning spiritual death (Rom. 6:9); and often they speak of persons as being dead, while their physical bodies are alive (see Romans 7:6-11).  So we should determine from the context of a scripture whether it is referring to spiritual death (separation from God) or to the cessation of physical life.

3.  Some, in an effort to support the belief that death is non-existence, will quote scriptures such as Ecclesiastes 9:5, 10: 

“For the living know they will die; but the dead do not know anything, nor have they any longer a reward…There is no activity or planning or wisdom in Sheol where you are going.” 

First of all, the writer of these texts (Solomon), is speaking, of the wisdom of this world, and from the worldly point of view, separate from God. If we feel that Solomon’s words here really represent the truth about life, we must accept verse five as also saying there is no reward for God’s children, no memory of their dedicated lives; verse 6 must be understood as saying that such ones will never again see life; and verse 11 must be understood as saying that we are totally susceptible to time and chance, and that God does not direct our life-course, nor does he protect us from calamity. It is plain to the Christian that none of these statements are true from God’s viewpoint. Solomon is simply telling us the viewpoint of man without God’s hand in his life; and the vanity of it all.

What is Spirit, Soul, and Body?

4.  Psalm 146:3-4 says, “Do not trust in princes, in mortal man, in whom there is no salvation. His spirit departs, he returns to the earth; in that very day his thoughts perish.”

What is the spirit that departs from man at his death?  A parallel scripture is Eccl. 12:7 which also speaks of the spirit of man departing from a lifeless body. But let us consider the New Testament references to the spirit of man as something separate from the body.

At Jesus death on the cross, Matthew 27:50 tells us: “And Jesus cried out again with a loud voice, and yielded up his spirit” (see also John 19:30).

When Jesus once raised a little girl from the dead, Luke 8:55 says, “And her spirit returned, and she rose immediately.”

As Stephen was being stoned, he prayed to Christ, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit’” (Acts 7:59)

Referring to the fornicator spoken of in I Corinthians chapter 5, the apostle Paul says, “I have decided to deliver such a one to Satan for the destruction of his flesh, that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus” (I Cor. 5:5).

In Hebrews 4:12 the writer makes a distinction between the soul and the spirit, when he says, “For the word of God is living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, and piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart.”

5.  So it is obvious that in many places the word “spirit,” translated from the Greek word pneuma, identifies a part of man separate from his body. There are other variations of meaning attached to this Greek word, but we will be concerned with the spirit of a man where a distinction is made from the rest of the person; and its identity and destiny.

The spirit of a man is also identified with the part of us that is spiritually dominant (Matt. 26:41) and has been made alive by a spiritual rebirth (Romans 8:10).  The spirit (not the body) is born again (John 3:3).  The body is not renewed until the resurrection (I Cor.  15:35-38, 42-44).  But the spirit of a man can be made alive in Christ, even if the body should perish:

“I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in Me shall live even if he dies, and everyone who lives and believes in Me shall never die.” (John 11:25-26)

At times the spirit of a man represents his emotions or feelings, such as in John 13:21, where it says Jesus “became troubled in spirit.” Acts 17:16 says of Paul that “his spirit was being provoked within him as he was beholding the city full of idols.”

6.  There is another word in the Bible that can refer to a part of man separate from his body, and that is the soul, derived from the Greek word psuche. The soul, just as the spirit, can also represent one’s feelings or emotions, as in Matthew 26:38 where Jesus said, “My soul is deeply grieved, to the point of death.”

At times the Greek psuche (soul) can be used to mean the natural life of the body, as in Acts 20:10 where Paul revived Eutychus and said, “Do not be troubled, for his life (or soul— psuche) is in him.” 

Often, though, just as with the spirit, the soul is made distinct from the body, as in Matthew 10:28:  “And do not fear those who kill the body, but are unable to kill the soul; but rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in Gehenna.”

It is obvious from this passage that Jesus is saying the death of the body is not the same as the death of the soul.  The soul can leave the body, and it can return by God’s providence, as I Kings 17:21 says, “Yahweh my God, may the soul of this child, I beg you come into him again.” (Jerusalem Bible)

Genesis 35:18 speaks of the death of Rachel:  “And it came about as her soul was departing, that she named him Benoni; but his father called him Benjamin.”

7.  The soul of a man does not exist somewhere before he is born.  Genesis 2:7 tells us,  “Then the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living soul.”

The soul can die, according to Ezekiel 18:4, “Behold, all souls are Mine; the soul of the father as well as the soul of the son is Mine.  The soul who sins will die.”

This scripture evidently refers to the death of the person as a whole, in a literal bodily sense.  But if we should take it in a spiritual sense, It would mean that the soul of a man (apart from the body) dies toward God, as far as any future life prospects.  Such could not mean that the soul is “annihilated.” Yahweh God had said to Adam that on the day he eats from the fruit he (obviously his soul) shall die (Gen. 2:17). Adam did not physically die for another few hundred years; but his soul died on that day.  Likewise, as Ezekiel said, “The soul that sins shall die.”

At times the “soul” is difficult to distinguish from the “spirit” of a man in the scriptures, as both often seem to carry the same meaning.  But they are obviously separate from the body, and can exist after the death of the body.  The soul can “die” to God before the death of the physical body, but this does not mean the end of the soul’s existence.

Where in the scriptures does it show souls as existing separate from the body?

8.  In I Sam 28:8-20, the soul of Samuel is raised up from his rest in Sheol, and he rebukes King Saul. In Revelation 6:9 it speaks of the “souls of those who had been slain because of the word of God, and because of the testimony which they had maintained.” These souls were crying out for justice to God, and we told to rest for a time longer, until others of their brethren were killed (Rev. 6:10-11).

Revelation 20:4 speaks of the “souls of those who had been beheaded because of the testimony of Jesus” and it says that these souls “came to life (were bodily resurrected) and reigned with Christ for a thousand years.”  

Job recognised Sheol as a place of rest for the soul (at least for some), but nevertheless having some measure of consciousness.  In Job chapter 14 he laments to God:

“Oh that Thou wouldst hide me in Sheol, that Thou wouldst conceal me until Thy wrath returns to Thee, that Thou wouldst set a limit for me and remember me!

“If a man dies will he live again? All the days of my struggle I will wait, until my change comes.  Thou wilt call, and I will answer Thee; Thou wilt long for the work of thy hands.” (Job 14:13-15)

Job would not be non-existent, awaiting to be re-created.  He would be resting in Sheol, and when God would call, he would answer.

9.  In eight occurrences in the Hebrew scriptures, the “departed spirits of men” are referred to.  The term departed spirits is derived from the Hebrew word rephaim, which also is translated “shades,” or “ghosts.” John 26:5-6 says:

“The departed spirits tremble under the waters and their inhabitants. Naked is Sheol before Him and Abaddon has no covering.”

Psalm 88:1-13 also gives a description of Sheol, and the departed spirits who dwell there.

Proverbs 9:18 refers to the “guests” of a prostitute, and how they are lured into her bed.  The man becomes a victim of her wickedness, and his soul is snared; for it says:  “The fellow does not realise that here the Shades are gathered, that her guests are heading for the valleys of Sheol.” (Jerusalem Bible)

Are those residing in Sheol aware of other spirits around them?  In Isaiah chapter 14 a message is directed against the king of Babylon, who was to be brought down to Sheol:

“Sheol from beneath is excited over you to meet you when you come; it arouses for you the spirits of the dead, all the leaders of the earth; it raises all the kings of the nations from their thrones. 

“They will all respond and say to you, ‘Even you have been made weak, you have become like us.  Your pomp and the music of your harps have been brought down to Sheol; Maggots are spread out as your bed beneath you, and worms are your covering.’

“Nevertheless you will be thrust down to Sheol, to the recesses of the pit.  Those who see you will gaze at you, they will ponder over you saying,  ‘Is this the man who made the earth tremble, who shook kingdoms, who made the world like a wilderness and overthrew its cities, who did not allow his prisoners to go home?’” (Isaiah 14:9-11, 15-17)

The prophet Ezekiel once directed a message against the Pharaoh of Egypt and his armies, and he prophesied that they would be brought down to Sheol and laid to rest among the dead there: 

“Warrior chieftains in Sheol speak to Pharaoh and those who aided him:

‘The strengthless dead, slain by the sword, have come down and are laid to rest.  There is Assyria with all her company, her buried around her, all of them slain and fallen by the sword. . . .  There are the princes of the North and all the Sidonians, who have gone down in shame with the slain, for all the terror they inspired by their prowess.  They rest strengthless with those slain by the sword, and they share the disgrace of those that go down to the abyss.’” (Ezekiel 32:21-22, 30 NEB)

10.  What happened to our Lord Jesus Christ between the time of his death and his resurrection?   Was he non-existent, and would he have to be re-created?  Let us see what the scriptures have to say. Psalm 16:10 had foretold that Jesus’ soul would descend into Sheol, but would only remain there temporarily.  His body, lying in state in the tomb, would not decay:  “For thou wilt not abandon my soul to Sheol; neither will Thou allow Thy Holy One to undergo decay.”

What does the Bible tell us about the three days that Christ descended into Hell? I Peter 3:18-20 tells us, “And in the spirit he went and made his proclamation to the imprisoned spirits. They had refused obedience long ago, while God waited patiently in the days of Noah and the building of the ark…”

11.  Jesus told his disciples and others that he would be put to death and rise again after three days (Matt.  27:63; Mk 8:31). What would rise again? 

His body, for John 2:19-21 reveals Jesus’ words:  “‘Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up’…But he was speaking of the temple of his body.”

Was Jesus resurrected with a glorified physical body, or would he be a spirit that could take on the form and shape of a man?

In the last chapter of the book of Luke, the account there reveals how Jesus appeared to his disciples after his death and resurrection.  They were afraid, lest he be a spirit trying to fool them into believing it was really Jesus. He then said to them:

“See My hands and My feet, that it is I Myself; touch me and see, for a spirit does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have.” (See also verses 41-43.)

Jesus wanted to prove to them that he was real flesh and bone; a physical  reality.  He would not fool them by just materialising a form, like a spirit could. It was really Jesus, their loving Lord and Master (see John 20:26-27).

HADES

12.  “Hades” is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew Sheol.  Vine’s Expository Dictionary defines “hades” as: “The region of departed spirits of the lost (but including the blessed dead in periods preceding the Ascension of Christ).”

The scriptural passages that were reviewed in the previous subheading reveal to us a glimpse of the biblical “Sheol.” For some (at least before the resurrection of Christ) Sheol was a place of rest, and a waiting for the time when God could call them to their reward (John 14:13-15).  For others, who had not accepted the grace of God, Sheol was a place of despair and punishment (John 24:19). This is also illustrated in the parable of the rich man and Lazarus.

The Rich Man and Lazarus

13.  Jesus was once talking to his disciples, and the “Pharisees, who were lovers of money, were listening to all these things, and they were scoffing at Him” (Luke 16:24).  Jesus used an illustration to show God’s judgement upon the wicked and selfish:

“Now there was a certain rich man, and he habitually dressed in purple and fine linen, gaily living in splendour every day.  And a certain poor man named Lazarus was laid at his gate, covered with sores, and longing to be fed with the crumbs which were falling from the rich man’s table; besides, even the dogs were coming and licking the sores.

“Now it came about that the poor man died and was carried away by the angels to Abraham’s bosom; and the rich man also died and was buried. “And in Hades he lifted up his eyes, being in torment, and saw Abraham far away, and Lazarus in his bosom.  And he cried out and said, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus, that he may dip the tip of his finger in water and cool off my tongue; for I am in agony in this flame.’

“But Abraham said, ‘Child, remember that during your life you received your good things, and likewise Lazarus bad things; but now he is being comforted here, and you are in agony.  And besides all this, between us and you there is a great chasm fixed, in order that those who wish to come over from here to you may not be able, and that none may cross over from there to us.’

“And he said, ‘Then I beg you, Father, that you may send him to my Father’s house—for I have five brothers—that he may warn them, lest they also come to this place of torment.’

“But Abraham said, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets; let them hear them.’

“But he said, ‘No, Father Abraham, but if someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent!’

“But he said to him, ‘If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, neither will they be persuaded if someone rises from the dead.’”

14.  Jesus used this illustration to point out the judgement of God upon those who were satisfied with all good things in life, and who cared nothing for their fellow man or the needs of others.  This was especially applicable to the religious leaders such as the Pharisees, who laid heavy burdens on the people in the form of religious rules, and yet were hypocrites themselves.

The Jews believed that Sheol was the place of departed souls, and that it would be a place of torment for the ungodly.  Jesus, of course, could use the illustration to show the Pharisees and others that they were in serious danger of the same destiny as that of the “rich man.”

Those who argue that there is no consciousness after death say that Jesus only used this illustration in a strictly metaphorical sense, and that the “torment” would be in their seeking others now having God’s favour, while themselves suddenly cast aside by God.

Just a few things will reveal this thinking to be absurd.  First of all, the Pharisees never did have God’s favour as a group in the first place, so as to be able to fit the illustration in such a metaphorical sense. Secondly, Jesus knew what their beliefs were on the nature of Sheol, as well as eternal punishment; and he appealed to them using this belief.  If Jesus had known these to be false religious teachings that were blasphemous inventions of Satan (as some say), then he certainly would never have used it to prove a point in truth, and he would have openly exposed such doctrine as the lie of Satan, and blasphemous to his heavenly Father.

Instead, he used the illustration to bring sobering truth home to them, so that some might repent and be saved.  (For documented proof on the beliefs of the Jews in Jesus’ day concerning Gehenna and everlasting punishment, see The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah by Alfred Edersheim, Appendix 19.)

Gehenna

15.  The word Gehenna (Greek: geena) is derived from the Hebrew Ge-Hinnom, a valley on the outskirts of Jerusalem which was once a place of child sacrifice and sacrifices to false gods that the Jews had succumbed to worshipping in the days of the prophets of Israel.  In Jesus’ day it was used as a garbage dump because of its infamous reputation. Jesus said in Matthew 10:28:  “And do not fear those who kill the body, but are unable to kill the soul; but rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.”

First of all, the soul is not the body, and Jesus makes this plain. Only God can destroy the soul.  It is beyond the reach of humans to touch it. And God destroys souls in a place called Gehenna.
Matthew 5:22 says: “But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be guilty before the court; and whoever shall say to his brother, ‘Raca,’ shall be guilty before the supreme court; and whoever shall say, ‘you fool,’ shall be guilty enough to go into the fiery hell” (or, Gehenna).

16.  So we see Gehenna  is associated with  fire.  This is an appropriate association since the literal valley of Hinnom always had a fire burning in it to consume the refuse thrown there.  To a Jew, Gehenna would not just picture a garbage dump with fire, however.  It recalled to their minds the gross apostasy of their forefathers and the everlasting judgement of fire brought upon them. It pictured the destruction of their souls, which would remain in Sheol until thrown into the lake of fire (Rev. 20:14-15).  Those who argue that in a Jewish mind Gehenna did not picture torment, are entirely ignorant of the Jewish beliefs of these times.  Destruction means death (Gen. 2:17; compare John 8:51) not annihilation; and in this very context we are discussing the death of the soul itself. 

Does history show that the Jews believed in eternal punishment?  Most certainly.  Both the Hebrew schools of Shammai and Hillel from the time of Christ recorded their belief in eternal punishment.  The details may be somewhat prejudiced towards the Jews (at times giving them freedom from the torment that would be afflicted upon others), but it was torment and it was punishment; and, at least for some (in their view) it was to be eternal.

Did Jesus speak of the wicked being punished everlastingly?  In Matthew chapter 25 we read about the  “Son of man coming in his glory” and separating people, the wicked from the righteous (v. 31-32).  To the wicked he says in verse 41:

“Then He will also say to those on His left, ‘Depart from Me, accursed ones, into the eternal fire which has been prepared for the devil and his angels…’”

Verse 46 says:

“And these will go away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life.”

The word punishment used here comes from the Greek word kolasis, and describes a process,  and not merely an effect  (see Vine’s Expository Dictionary page 231).

In Mark 9:43 Jesus says, “And if your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life crippled, than having your two hands, to go into hell, into the unquenchable fire. ...”

17.  Would the prospect of Gehenna be a valid fear for those who deliberately reject Christ?  Hebrews 10:26-27 tells us:   “For if we go on sinning wilfully after receiving a knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a certain terrifying expectation of judgement, and the fury of a fire which will consume the adversaries.”

And in verses 29 and 31 the scriptures say:  “How much severer punishment do you think he will deserve who has trampled under foot the Son of God, and has regarded as unclean the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified, and has insulted the Spirit of grace?... it is a terrifying thing to fall into the hands of the living God.”

Did the demons believe that there was torment and punishment awaiting them?  Notice the reaction of demons who were facing expulsion from their victim, in Matthew 8:29:

“And behold, they cried out saying, ‘What do we have to do with You, Son of God?  Have You come here to torment us before the time?’”

18.  Could not this punishment merely be temporary, and then at some future time the wicked would be relieved or annihilated?   Not according to Rev. 14:9-11 which tells us:

“And another angel, a third one, followed them, saying with a loud voice, ‘If anyone worships the beast and his image, and receives a mark on his forehead or upon his hand, he also will drink of the wine of the wrath of God, which is mixed in full strength in the cup of his anger; and he will be tormented with fire and brimstone in the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the Lamb.

‘And the smoke of their torment goes up forever and ever; and they have no rest day and night, those who worship the beast and his image, and whoever receives the mark of his name.’”

What will be the final judgement upon the devil and his demons? Rev. 20:10 says, 

“And the devil who deceived them was thrown into the lake of fire and brimstone, where the beast and false prophet are also; and they will be tormented day and night forever and ever.”

19.  The dead are not non-existent. They are awaiting judgement, according to Revelation. 20:12-13:  

“And I saw the dead, the great and the small, standing before the throne, and books were opened; and another book was opened, which is the book of life; and the dead were judged from the things which were written in the books, according to their deeds.

“And the sea gave up the dead which were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead which were in them; and they were judged, every one of them according to their deeds.”

In the final judgement (the second death) Sheol and the natural death of mankind would be destroyed, and the wicked would be thrown into the lake of fire: “And death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the lake of fire. And if anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire” (see also Rev. 21:8).

· Does a person who has accepted the gift of grace of our Lord Jesus Christ fear death, Sheol or Gehenna?

20.  Jesus said not to fear man, who could only kill the body, but could not destroy the soul (Matt. 10:28).  For a Christian, death would not be a hopeless time of despair. I Thessalonians 4:13-14, 18 encourages us:

“But we do not want you to be uninformed, brethren, about those who are asleep, that you may not grieve, as do the rest who have no hope. For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those who have fallen asleep in Jesus… Therefore comfort one another with these words.”

The death of our physical bodies is only a temporary thing, according to the apostle Paul in I Cor. 15:54-55 where he says, “Death is swallowed up in victory.  0 death, where is your victory?  0 death, where is your sting?”

Neither do Christians fear punishment from God in the form of everlasting judgement, any more than a child fears permanent rejection from a loving mother and father.   They are safe in the confines of the family; and although they may reap what they sow in the flesh (Gal. 6:8) and may even suffer rejection by the Christian congregation and succumb to the wicked desires of this world, yet they are not cast out of God’s family; but they are chastised by God when necessary (compare I Cor. 5:5).

· What About the Unforgivable Sin?

21.  Hebrews 6:6 speaks of those “who have fallen away” and cannot be moved to repentance.  We also read this in Mark 3:28-29:

“Truly I say to you, all sins shall be forgiven the sons of men, and whatever blasphemies they utter; but whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit never has forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal sin.”

What is this “unforgivable sin?” Should Christians fear lest they sin against the Spirit?

Jesus gives us the important clue in the following verse:   

“They were saying, ‘He has an unclean spirit.’”

The Pharisees blasphemed Christ. They hated him without cause.  But for even this they could be forgiven.  But when they recognised the hand of God at work, with full realisation of its source, and then to actually fight against it, they had hardened their hearts beyond recovery, and were guilty of the unforgivable sin—the sin against the Holy Spirit of God (see Luke 12:10).

Can a Christian become guilty of the unforgivable sin?  We cannot say for sure, although Hebrews 6:4-8 seems to indicate the possibility, however rare it might be.  But a Christian can be assured of this: If you can still confess your sins to God and feel regret over them, you are still a child of God and will share in his promises (I John 1:9).

· What About Resurrection and Judgement?

22.  The Bible indicates that the spirits (or souls) of those who die in union with Christ go to be with their Lord at the time of their physical death.

Their souls need not wait to see their Lord in heaven.   Even to the criminal who had accepted Christ as his Saviour during their hour of death, Jesus said, “Truly I say to you, today you will be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43).

In Hebrews 12:22-23 the writer spoke of a “heavenly assembly” then in existence which included “the church of the first-born who are enrolled in heaven, and to God, the judge of all and to the spirits of righteous men made perfect.”

When Stephen was being stoned to death, he cried out, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit” (Acts 7:59).

23.  Of what purpose, then, is the resurrection?  For the answer, let us consider the resurrection of Christ. When he was put to death, he was not annihilated.  In the Spirit he descended into Hell and arose again, after having preached to the spirits in prison (I Peter 3:19).

But on the third day he was bodily resurrected (John 2:19, 21).  His disciples saw him and watched him eat and drink, and they touched him.  He was not just a materialised spirit and he told them so (Luke 24:39).  In I Corinthians, Paul discusses what is resurrected:

“But someone will say, ‘How are the dead raised?  And with what kind of body do they come?’ You Fool!  That which you sow does not come to life unless it dies; and that which you sow, you do not sow the body which is to be, but a bare grain, perhaps of wheat or of something else.  But God gives it a body just as He wished, and to each of the seeds a body of its own.

“All flesh is not the same flesh, but there is one flesh of men, and another flesh of beasts, and another flesh of birds, and another of fish.

“There are also heavenly bodies and earthly bodies, but the glory of the heavenly is one, and the glory of the earthly is another.... “So also is the resurrection of the dead.  It is sown a perishable body, it is raised an imperishable body....  It is sown a natural body,  it is raised a spiritual body.  If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual body. 

24.  This was to be a glorified body, of imperishable substance (verses 53-54), of a different flesh than the old, corruptible flesh and blood (compare v. 39 with v. 50).  After Jesus’ bodily resurrection, his glorified body was said to have “flesh and bones.”

“See My hands and My feet, that it is I Myself; touch Me and see, for a spirit does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have” (Luke 24:39).

In this glorified body he could pass through closed doors (John 20:19, 26) and he could bodily ascend into heaven (Acts 1:9-11).

It is not unreasonable to suppose that the glorified bodies of God’s children could do the same.  They could even physically dwell on the new earth as well as have access to the heavens, if this be God’s plan (compare Rev.  21:1-3).  The greatest reward that Christians look forward to, however, is the sharing with our Lord Jesus Christ, “wherever he goes” (Rev. 14:4).

· When does this bodily resurrection of God’s children occur?

25.  Jesus was the first one bodily resurrected to immortal life, and no one could precede “Christ the first fruits”:  “But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, after that those who are Christ’s at his coming.”

All those who belong to Christ will receive their glorified bodies at his second coming. I Thes. 4:15-17 describes this:

“For this we say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive, and remain until the coming of the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trumpet of God; and the dead in Christ shall rise first. Then we who are alive shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and thus we shall always be with the Lord.”

What a wonderful promise Christians have!   Jesus promised us in John 14:2-3:  “In My Father’s house are many dwellings places; if it were not so, I would have told you; for I go to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again, and receive you to Myself; that where I am, there you may be also.”

1. What question do we ask about death? When did Adam die, according to Gen. 2:17?

2. What is the meaning of the Greek word “thanatos?” Is there more than one kind of death referred to in the Bible?

3. Why can Ecclesiastes 9:5,10 not be used to prove that death is non-existence?

4. Does the Bible teach that man has a “spirit” separate from his body?

5. What other meaning can the word “spirit” have?

6. What different connotations can the word “soul” have? Is the death of the soul the same as the death of the body?

7. In what two ways can a soul die? Js there always a clear distinction in the Bible between soul and spirit?

8. Where does the Bible refer to souls existing separate from the body? What did Job understand about Sheol?

9. How does the Bible speak of departed spirits, or “shades?” Are these spirits depicted as conscious in the Bible?

10. What happened to Jesus for three days at his death? What did he do In Sheol?

22. What was resurrected on the third day, his soul or his body? Was it the real physical body of Jesus?

12. Hades is the Greek equivalent of what Hebrew word? What twofold glimpse of Sheol does the Bible reveal?

13. Did Jesus teach that Hades might be a place of torment? What description does Jesus give us of Hades? How does this story reveal that there are two separate parts of Hades (Sheol)?

14. What was the purpose of this story? What did the Jews believe about Sheol? Would Jesus have promoted a false religious concept to teach them harsh truths?

15. What was the valley of Hinnom? Where does God destroy the soul of a person?

16. How did the Jews understand Jesus’ teaching on Gehenna? Did they believe in eternal punishment? How did Jesus teach eternal punishment?

17. Is Gehenna a terrifying prospect for the non-believer? What about for the demons?

18. Is this punishment to be temporary?

19. What are the dead awaiting? How are they judged?

20. Do Christians fear death and everlasting punishment? Why is our physical death only temporary, according to 1 Corin. 15:54,55?

21. What specific kind of sin does the Bible warn about? How had many of the Pharisees committed this sin?

22. Who are in heaven with Christ even now?

23. What is resurrected in the resurrection, according to 1 Corin. chapter 15?

24. How is this glorified body different from the natural body?

25. When does this bodily resurrection occur? What promise of Jesus regarding our future can we count on?

“The Truth That Gives You Eternal Life”

Chapter 6

HOW WICKED SPIRITS OPERATE

1.  Many people today would like to ignore the Bible teaching that there are wicked spirits that actively influence mankind.  There are several reasons for this. Some fear what they cannot see, and for obvious reasons.  Others are misinformed as to who these evil spirits are and how they operate. Still others feel that it is “unscientific” to believe in such things.  But more and more,  as people continue to dabble in spiritism and far-out religions, these spirits become manifest very clearly.

But even those who claim to communicate with these spirits—do they really know what they are dealing with?  Some do, but many do not.  Anton LaVey, the head of the First Church of Satan in San Francisco, was once asked that if “black” witchcraft is from Satan, then where do “white” witches get their power?  LaVey answered that such persons just do not yet realise where their power is coming from.  Obviously, he knows the real source of all witchcraft.

We need to go to the Bible to get an accurate picture of just who these spirits are and what is their real nature. 

2.  Satan, the leader of these wicked spirits (or demons) was once an angel of high rank and beauty among God’s creations.  But apparently, according to Ezekiel Chapter 28 (which appears to be an analogy of Satan’s fall), this angel succumbed to pride and the desire for great power, resulting in moral corruption.  According to Revelation 12:4, he appears to have influenced a great number of the angelic host to fall into moral corruption as well, and to be cast away from the throne of God.

According to Jude verse 6, many of these demons are confined in spiritual bonds and are being reserved for God’s judgement.   II Peter 2:4 says,

“Certainly if God did not hold back from punishing the angels that sinned, but, by throwing them into Tartarus, delivered them to pits of dense darkness to be reserved for judgement.”

In I Peter 3:19, Peter speaks of Jesus as giving a judgement message to these spirits at his death and resurrection. 

3.  A demon is a perverted being in the form of a spirit.  To have any connections with the spirit world is worse than association with the vilest of human criminals; as the spirits have not only been practising their wickedness for millenniums, but they are invisible as well and are capable of greatly influencing and manipulating unsuspecting men. They are very clever at deceiving people into believing that they are “angels of light.”

II Corinthians 11:14 says, “And no wonder, for even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light.” This is not only true when these demons choose to visibly appear to men, such as when Joseph Smith (the founder of the Mormon religion) received a vision from God giving him “new light” and “new truths” that superseded God’s Word; but their deception is equally manifest when it comes to the lies they whisper to men in the form of religious doctrine.

Doctrines of Demons

4.  Yes, demons have their own doctrines.   Not that they believe these teachings themselves, but they delight at promulgating lies about God and Christ to mankind; anything that can turn us away from an intimate knowledge of God.  I Timothy  4:1  says  in warning,  “But  the  Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will fall away from the faith, paying attention to deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons.”

It is beneficial to consider also the book of Job to see how a wicked spirit lies about God’s character to Eliphaz, in order to try and dishearten Job.  Job 4:12-20 relates Eliphaz’s vision that he received in the night when a spirit visited him:

“Now a word was brought to me stealthily, and my ear received a whisper of it. Amid disquieting thoughts from the visions of the night, when deep sleep falls on men, dread came  upon me, and trembling, and made all my bones shake.  Then a spirit passed by my face; the hair of my flesh bristled up.  It stood still, but I could not discern its appearance; a form was before my eyes; there was silence, then I heard a voice: ‘Can mankind be just before God? Can a man be pure before his Maker?  He puts no trust even in his servants; and against His angels He charges error.  How much more those who dwell in houses of clay, whose foundation is in the dust, who are crushed before the moth!  Between morning and evening they are broken in pieces; unobserved, they perish forever.’”

It becomes clear what type of spirit it was that spoke to Eliphaz in the night.  And yet Eliphaz himself believed that it was a message from God, and he used it to try and reprove Job. The spirit was actually saying that God could care less about the integrity of his earthly children, and that they mean nothing to God.

5.  This is one of the prime devices of Satan; not only to accuse God of moral dishonesty (like he did in the garden of Eden, Genesis 3:4-5), but also to accuse men; just as he accused Job before God in Job 1:9-11 and 2:4. Satan constantly works at attacking the character of true Christians. He works not only outwardly, by discrediting us in the sight of the world, but inwardly—by bringing feelings of guilt and inadequacy to us; when we have already been justified in God’s sight and are under no condemnation (Romans 8:1).  This guilt burden is a key “doctrine of the demons” that Satan uses on Christians.  That is why the Apostle Paul wrote in Romans 8:33-34, 

“Who will bring a charge against God’s elect?  God is the one who justifies. Who is the one who condemns? Christ Jesus is he who died, yes, rather who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who also intercedes for us.”

Satan would also have us believe that by some sin or false step on our part we will separate ourselves from God’s love; but Romans 8:35-39 continues, 

“Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? 

.... For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

6.   What about the teachings of various religions?  What are we to consider as “doctrines of demons”? It is obvious from the gospel accounts that the prime target of Satan’s attack has been, and will always be, Jesus Christ.  There is a deep hatred on the part of Satan towards the Son of God. When we consider Genesis 3:15 where it speaks about the serpent being bruised in the head after his attempt to destroy the Son of Man, this is made clear from the start.

Any lie about Christ that Satan can promote he will be sure to do so. For instance, the scriptures clearly reveal that Christ was, and is to be, worshipped. Daniel 7:14, Hebrews 1:6, and Revelation 5:11-14 are just three of the many clear references to the worship of Christ, and by the greatest of creatures in heaven. How Satan loves to try and prevent such worship to the Son of God.  The Son is to receive the same honour due the Father, according to John 5:21-23, “... in order that all may honour the Son, even as they honour the Father. He who does not honour the Son does not honour the Father who sent Him.”

Satan knows that if we do not come face-to-face with Christ, we will not gain life. If he can get us to bypass or circumvent our having a personal relationship with our Lord and Saviour, he need accomplish no other deed. 

It is just as Jesus said to the Jews in His day, “You search the scriptures, because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is these that bear witness of Me; and you are unwilling to come to Me, that you may have life” (John 5:39).

7.  The second most effective tool of Satan in the form of religious doctrine is the idea that Christ’s sacrifice did not fully pay the price for our past as well as our future sins. He will either bring forth the lie that you have to establish your righteousness before God by a course of works performed during your entire life, or that since you have now “accepted” Christ’s sacrifice, your old sins are paid for; but from then on you must “work” for your salvation. The entire letter to the Galatians was written to combat this wicked deception; and even then many had succumbed to this lie of Satan. This is certainly no less the case today.  Galatians 5:4 says, “You have been severed from Christ, you who are seeking to be justified by law; you have fallen from grace.”

Our salvation, according to the Word of God, is a free gift to those who will understand and accept that grace. John 1:11-13 says, 

“He came to His own, and those who were His own did not receive Him. But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, even to those who believe in His name, who were born not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God.”

8.  Other doctrines of demons include the following:

· You have to be part of some religious organisation to be saved.

· You cannot understand the Bible or hope to gain truth from it on your own, without other books.

· The Holy Spirit is merely God’s “active force.”

· God does not answer trivial prayers or is not really concerned with the minor aspects of your life.

· Christianity is a “hard” way of life, and full of hidden woes.

· You should fear Satan because he can destroy you.

· God would not punish sinners without giving them another chance after death.

· God is only love and would never harm a flea.

· We should be able to figure God out for the most part, and by using our own human logic.

· God is the cause of all misery on the earth. 

Trials

9. Just as Job suffered under a heavy trial that had been allowed by God to test and refine him, so some Christians will suffer heavy trials.  But this does not mean that when trials appear we are to give in and just accept whatever comes our way.  The Lord may even be testing our faith in his ability to remove the trial.  It is not God’s will that his children suffer needlessly.  If we or a member of our family get sick or come into dire straights, James 5:l6-l8 says,

“Therefore confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, so that you may be healed.  The effective prayer of a righteous man can accomplish much.

“Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed earnestly that it might not rain; and it did not rain on the earth for three years and six months.  And he prayed again, and the sky poured rain, and the earth produced its fruit.”

10.  Verses 13 through 15 of the same chapter reveal that we should expect God to heal his children through the prayer of faith. What is the prayer of faith?  It emanates from a Christian who has a living trust in God’s desire and ability to heal us, and this living faith or trust is built up by growing in the wisdom of God.  James 1:5-8 says, 

“But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all men generously and without reproach, and it will be given to him. But let him ask in faith without any doubting, for the one who doubts is like the surf of the sea driven and tossed by the wind. For let not that man expect that he shall receive anything from the Lord, being a double-minded man, unstable in all his ways.”

A child who is not sure if his own father will really help him indeed does not really know his own father. So also, if we are unsure of God’s desire to help us in our needs and trials, we need to build on our knowledge of God and His Word. We need to ask for wisdom, as James says, and draw close to Him in prayer and supplication.

11.  Christians under trial should never fear the power of Satan. We are Imbued with power in the name of Jesus. Luke 10:17-19 relates, 

“And the seventy returned with joy, saying, ‘Lord, even the demons are subject to us in Your Name.’ “And He said to them, ‘I was watching Satan fall from heaven like lightning. Behold, I have given you authority to tread upon serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy, and nothing shall injure you.’”

Satan has already been defeated. Never let him convince you otherwise. 

12.  However, God may not necessarily answer your prayers for relief in the way that you think. In some cases, rather than removing the problem itself, He may want us to seek to overcome such problems, thereby developing and maturing our walk with Him in Faith.

For example: When a young man or woman is facing problems at school in relating to an obnoxious schoolmate, such person even causing them great vexation, they may wish that person would disappear from their life altogether. But at the same time it may be important at this time in the young person’s life to learn how to deal with difficult persons; and how to do so in a calm and mature way. This is actually the better way, although more painful, at least for a time. 

We all must grow and mature in our walk with the Lord. He may choose to answer our prayer for relief in a different way than we might expect or desire. This is because He is our Father and we cannot see all the things He can see, that we might need. This is where real faith and trust comes in.

13.  Some get into the frame of mind that Satan will run their lives unless they “claim” everything that they feel that God must do for them.  There is a balance here.

On one hand, God’s word is plain that He does want to heal us and make us well. He wants us to be happy. He wants us to have all that we need to live a peaceful life. Therefore we should daily pray for these things and have real faith that our Lord will never leave us or forsake us.  Even though things may look grim for a time, our faith in our heavenly Father sustains us as we pray incessantly.

On the other hand, we should not act as little children who tell their parents what they have to do to make them happy.   Not only is it disrespectful, but it will be very difficult for us to learn the lessons that we need to learn in order to grow up in our walk with the Lord.  We must have sufficient maturity so that God will have a measure of freedom to mould us as we trust Him. If we only allow Him narrow access into our lives, we may be blessed with the answers to our prayers, but we may never really grow up in the Lord, to His sadness and ours.

14.  How much control will Satan exercise over your life?  Only as much as you let him.  You must exercise faith in God’s ability to protect you and watch over you day-by-day.  God does not always “let down the guard” just because we are neglectful in prayer.  We must have the faith that as our heavenly Father, He will keep us from the brunt of Satan’s attacks.  If it were not for God’s continued protection, we would have been destroyed long ago.

Nevertheless, we can fall into a state of spiritual drowsiness, due to failure to pray and to walk with God on a daily basis.  We need to “put on the shield of faith, with which you will be able to quench all the wicked one’s burning missiles” (Ephesians 6:16).  We are also admonished, “With every form of prayer and supplication you carry on prayer on every occasion in Spirit” (Ephesians 6:18).

Family Opposition and Persecution

15.  In John 15:19 Jesus said, 

“If you were of the world, the world would love its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you.”

And in Matthew 10:32-36 Jesus warned:   

“Everyone therefore who shall confess Me before men, I will also confess him before my Father who is in heaven.  Do not think I came to bring peace on the earth; I did not come to bring peace, but a sword.  For I came to set a man against his father, and a daughter against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; and a man’s enemies will be the members of his household.”

Why would Christians be persecuted?  This is an important question, for many religions are persecuted today, and often this persecution is brought upon themselves by their own peculiar doctrines,  and not for the same reasons that Jesus mentioned.  What were the reasons that Jesus gave that his followers would be persecuted?

16.  In John 15:19 He said that it was because He and His disciples were no part of this world.  What really does that mean?  Consider the words of I Peter 4:3, 4 for the answer:

 “For the time already passed is sufficient for you to have carried out the desire of the Gentiles, having pursued a course of sensuality, lusts, drunkenness, carousals, drinking parties and abominable idolatries.  And in all this, they are surprised that you do not run with them into the same excess of dissipation, and they malign you.”

James 1:27 says, 

“This is pure and undefiled religion in the sight of our God and Father, to visit orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world.”

Ephesians 5:3-4 says, 

“But do not let immorality or any impurity or greed even be named among you, as is proper among saints; and there must be no filthiness and silly talk, or coarse jesting, which are not fitting, but rather giving of thanks.”

So it is plain that when Jesus spoke of being no part of the world, he was referring to our living as a new man by the Spirit of God; no longer being controlled by our lower nature.  Our being no part of the world has nothing to do with peculiar religious rules that organisations may burden us with. It is our conduct and outlook on life that Jesus spoke of as being the key factor.  Jesus was never persecuted for not saluting flags, for his stand on the sanctity of blood, involvement in community or political affairs, or for not celebrating holidays.  Rather, he was persecuted for his message of God’s grace (the free gift of life to us) and his severity everlasting judgement message); and by being a living example of how God intended us to be.

17.  Just as many people could not understand the grace of God in Jesus’ day, many will not understand or appreciate our message about Jesus Christ. This might happen even in our own family, as Jesus mentioned in Matthew 10, as quoted previously.  In the case of some, the gospel message and the Holy Spirit bring a conviction upon their hearts that is not always welcome; for perhaps they do not want to change their way of life at this time.  II Cor. 2:14-16 says:

“But thanks be to God who always leads us in His triumph in Christ, and manifests through us the sweet aroma of the knowledge of Him in every place.  For we are a fragrance of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing; to the one an aroma from death to death, to the other an aroma from life to life.  And who is adequate for these things?”

18.  We come to others with the message of Jesus Christ and not with books that leach the doctrines of men or organisations.  Verse 17 of the same chapter says, “For we are not like many, peddling the Word of God, but as from sincerity, but as from God, we speak in Christ in the sight of God.” It is also not necessary for us to be able to “explain God in a box,” as some try to do, for God cannot be put in a box.  I Cor. 1:17 says: 

“For Christ did not send me to baptise, but to preach the gospel, not in cleverness of speech, that the cross of Christ should not be made void.”

19.  If our friends and relatives are not interested or even oppose our message, we can pray for other opportunities to share with them, or at least that our manner of life may be an effective witness to them.  We need to pray also that Satan would not be effective in uprooting the seeds that we may plant in their hearts.  This is important, for in Matthew 13:19 Jesus said:

“When anyone hears the word of the kingdom, and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what has been sown in his heart.  This is the one on whom seed was sown beside the road.” 

20.  The Devil will most assuredly try to snatch away the joy and peace of mind that may have begun to take root in a person’s heart from the testimony of Jesus Christ.  Others that we witness to will not grasp what it means to have eternal life as a free gift. Ironically, these will most often be those who belong to religious persuasions who consider themselves to be Christians.   Such ones will feel that they must establish their own righteousness before God in order to be saved.  In other words, they must “work” for their salvation. Romans 10:2 says of such ones in Jesus’ day: 

“For I bear them witness that they have a zeal for God, but not in accordance with knowledge.  For not knowing abut God’s righteousness, and seeking to establish their own, they did not subject themselves to the righteousness of God.”

Persons caught up in this trap often persecute Christians in the form of ridicule or belittling statements about their simplistic approach to God.  They cannot conceive of a pure, childlike relationship with their heavenly Father, but rather feel that a formal, religious and organisational approach is what is approved by God.   I Cor. 2:14 says:

“But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God; for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised.”

Let their situation be a warning to us, lest we fall victim to the peculiar teachings of a man or group of men, as a substitute for the simple gospel of Christ, Colossians 2:8 says, 

“See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deception, according to the tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of the world, rather than according to Christ.”

At the same time, we need to pray that such individuals might be convicted by the ministry of the Holy Spirit upon their lives. 

National Persecution

21.  Ephesians 6:12 says that Christians have a struggle, 

“Not against flesh and blood, but against the rules, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places.”

The prophetic books of Daniel and Revelation reveal that Satan has organised control over different governments on the earth.  Daniel Chapter 10 even reveals that Satan apparently has demon “princes” in authority over various nations, for it speaks of the spirit princes of Persia and Greece who stood in direct opposition to the angel Gabriel, and tried to prevent his mission from being successful. What does this mean for us?  We may not be aware of the many forces at work (even in our own nation) to undermine God’s Word and eliminate freedom of worship.  Crime, inflation and governmental corruption eat away at our resources.  Ungodly forces such as communism and humanism loom up as a threat to our freedom and even our existence.

22.  For those of our Christian brothers in communist countries, the Satanic persecution of Christians is very real.  Countless thousands even now sit in prison or are tortured, beaten and killed for the sake of our Lord Jesus.  They are not arrested for “party card” issues or because they won’t take blood transfusions, or some other peculiar doctrine; but rather they are persecuted for bearing the cross of Christ.  Luke 21:12, 13, 17 says:

“But before all these things, they will lay their hands on you and will persecute you, delivering you to the synagogues and prisons, bringing you before kings and governors for My name’s sake.  It will lead for an opportunity for your testimony…And you will be hated by all on account of My name.”

We should continue to pray for those who are undergoing such persecution that the Word of God and their testimony might be spread, and that their souls would not give out; but that they would have their strength renewed daily.

In summary, wicked spirits will operate in any way made available to them in order to oppose the work of God.  They teach deceiving doctrines involving the nature of God, and particularly about Jesus Christ.  They seek to destroy the work of the Holy Spirit.  They will work though the guise of “religion” in order to fool people into believing that they have been made “right” with God by their own form of requirements.  They burden Christians with guilt feelings when such ones show weakness or a lack of faith.

Always remember that Satan is a defeated foe.  He has no right to exercise control over God’s children.  Persevere in prayer and fight the fine fight of faith.  And as Paul says in Romans 8:37:  “But in all things we overwhelmingly conquer through Him who loved us.”

1. Why do many not believe in wicked spirits? Is there such a thing as “white magic?”

2. What caused the downfall of Satan and the angels that followed him? Where are some of these wicked spirits confined?

3. How intelligent and deceptive are these demons?

4. What arc “doctrine’s of demons?” What lies did a demon whisper to Eliphaz?

5. Who is actively trying to bring guilt and condemnation upon God’s children? Can Christians be separated from God’s love?

6. Who is the prime target of Satan’s attack? What does he work to prevent?

7. What Biblical approach to salvation does Satan constantly attack?

8. What are some other “doctrines of demons?”

9. What is the most effective thing we can do in facing trials?

10. What is the prayer of faith?

11. Why do we not fear Satan and his demons?

12. Why does God not always answer our prayers in the way would like?

13. Does God want his children to be happy and in good health?

14. Do the trials that come upon us show that God is not listening to our prayers, or that Satan is dominating our life? Does God protect us from Satan, even beyond what we ask for? What are we admonished to do?

15. What did Jesus foretell for his followers?

16. What does it mean to be no part of the world? What was Jesus persecuted for?

17. How does the apostle Paul illustrate the twofold effect of the gospel of Christ?

18. How does the preaching of Christians differ from that of false religions?

19. What can we pray for as we preach?

20. Why will some not grasp the Christian message? What must we guard against?

21. What must Christians struggle against, both visibly and invisibly?

22. What are Christians persecuted for today? How can we help them?

23. What are some of the prime methods of deception used by wicked spirits? Who has the real victory?

“The Truth That Gives You Eternal Life”

Chapter 7

THE REASON ALL CHRISTIANS GO TO HEAVEN

1.  While Jesus was still with his disciples on earth, he spoke to them about heavenly life. He told them in John 14:1-3:

“Let not your heart be troubled; believe in God, believe also in Me. In my Father’s house are many dwelling places; if it were not so, I would have told you; for I go to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself; that where I am, there you may be also.”

2.  Maybe you are saying, “I don’t have the desire to go to heaven. I would rather live on a cleansed earth.”

Did you know that the apostles felt this way as well, at least while Jesus was with then?  Nothing is recorded in the Bible that indicates their desire to be in heaven. Often they did desire the prestige of the kingdom that Jesus spoke about, such as when the mother of James and John asked for them to sit at Jesus’ right and left hand in the kingdom (Matt. 20:21). 

But the disciples continually visualised an earthly kingdom of some sort, and felt that it would be realised with the city of Jerusalem back then. Luke 19:11 relates:

“And while they were listening to these things, He went on to tell a parable, because He was near Jerusalem, and they supposed that the kingdom of God was going to appear immediately.”

Even after Jesus’ death and resurrection they held onto this idea, and Acts 1:6 relates:

“And so when they had come together, they were asking Him, saying, ‘Lord, is it at this time You are restoring the kingdom to Israel?’”

3.  Only years later do we find the apostle speaking from the heart about their hope in the heavens. Notice the following expressions:

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

“The Lord will deliver me from every evil deed, and will bring me safely to His heavenly kingdom; to Him be the glory forever and ever” (II Tim. 4:18).

“Therefore, holy brethren, partakers of a heavenly calling, consider Jesus, the Apostle and High Priest of our confession” (Hebrews 3:1).

“For our citizenship is in heaven, from which also we eagerly wait for a Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ” (Phil. 3:20).

“...Because of the hope laid up for you in heaven, of which you previously heard in the word of truth, the gospel” (Col. 1:5).

“...To obtain an inheritance which is imperishable and undefiled and will not fade away, reserved in heaven for you” (I Peter 1:4).

Did God give these disciples of Jesus a supernatural desire to go to heaven rather than to live on earth? No such miraculous desire is indicated in the Bible.  Rather, the desire of those disciples was simply based upon their desire to be with Jesus once again, wherever he was. Revelation l4:4 says that “These are the ones who follow the Lamb wherever he goes.” They had come to know and love Jesus dearly, and simply wanted to be with him. 

If he was going to heaven, they wanted to be there with him.

When Stephen was stoned, he knew that he was going to be with the Lord. He saw him seated at the right hand of the throne of God in heaven in a vision and said, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit” (Acts 7:59).

In John 14:1-3 Jesus likens their going to heaven as “coming home” to be with him and the Father. In II Cor. 5:6-9 the apostle Paul refers to his “going home to be with the Lord.”

5.  So, simply stated, a true Christian desires to go to heaven because he has been cultivating a loving relationship with Jesus Christ, and he not only wants to be with him some day, and treasures such a promise, but is appalled at the thought of missing out on such a promise.

Having such a desire is based upon a personal relationship? and not on a preference for physical surroundings. For instance:

A young man in California falls in love with a beautiful young girl and wants to marry her. Then she moves to New York. Although the young man is quite comfortable in California and does not know what to expect in New York, his desire is to be with the one he loves. He does not want to go because he likes New York, for he knows nothing about the place.

So it is with the one who truly belongs to Christ. He does not know anything about heaven or what to expect there, nor does any man. But he knows his Lord, and he wants to be with him. And this is precisely why Jesus promised what he did in John 14:1-3, which was quoted in the beginning of this discussion.

6.  So what if we have no desire to go to heaven? Obviously we have been feeding on the wrong spiritual food.  Instead of feeding on the Word of life and the promises given to us by Jesus, we may have been feeding on the doctrines of men who endeavour to steal the promises of God away from us. Galatians 1:6-7 warns us:

“I am amazed that you are so quickly deserting Him who called you by the grace of Christ, for a different gospel; which is really not another; only there are some who are disturbing you and want to distort the gospel of Christ.”

What should we then do?  Well, just as a woman should know her head (her husband), so we must also know our head, Jesus Christ.  As Christians, we are promised in spiritual marriage to him.  Would you marry someone that you do not even know personally?  Would you expect them to want to be married to you?  Looking at it that way makes this a very serious matter.

In fact, in Jesus’ parable of the wedding feast, the man who was not prepared, and who did not have on a wedding garment, was cast into outer darkness:

“And those slaves went out into the streets and gathered together all they found, both evil and good; and the wedding hall was filled with dinner guests.  But when the king came in to look over the dinner guests, he saw there a man not dressed in wedding clothes, and he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you come in here without wedding clothes?’  And he was speechless. 

“Then the king said to the servants, ‘Bind him hand and foot, and cast him into the outer darkness; in that place there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth. ‘ For many are called, but few are chosen” (Matt. 22:1-14).

7.  Obviously, in this illustration, there was one at the marriage feast who did not belong there.  Why?  He was not well-acquainted with the host and was not prepared to share in the glorious festivities.  He refused to put on the wedding garment.  What is the wedding garment?  It is none other than the imputed righteousness of Christ, that is given to all those who accept him as the complete and thorough covering for their sins, both past and future (Revelation 7:14; Romans 3:21-28).

What other reasons does the Bible give to show that all Christians would go to heaven?

8.  First of all, we need to clarify why all Christians will one day be together.  In John 15, Jesus likens himself to a vine, with the Father being the cultivator.  His disciples were to be the branches, attached to their head, which is Christ.  If they reveal themselves as not being true children of God, they are “lopped off.”

Those who have truly put their faith in him will be refined and bear fruit.  In verses 4-6, Jesus reveals how we must “remain in him” or “abide in him.”

In I Cor. 12, Jesus illustrates this further.  I Cor 12:27 says, “Now you are Christ’s body, and individually members of it.” And verses 12 and 13 say:

“For even as the body is one and yet has many members, and all the members of the body, though they are many, are one body, whether Jews or Greeks, whether slaves or free, and we were all made to drink of one Spirit.”

Paul is saying that the individual parts of a body are all attached to the head; and the final result is that the body will function smoothly as one. 

9.  In Ephesians 4 we read how Christ gave gifts to men in order to build up this “body of Christ”:

“And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ…we are to grow up in all aspects into Him, who is the head, even Christ, from whom the whole body, being fitted and held together by that which every joint supplies, according to the proper working of each individual part, causes the growth of the body for the building up of itself in love” (Ephesians 4:11, 12, 15-16).

Verse 4 of the same chapter says:  “There is one body and one Spirit, just as also you were called in one hope of your calling; one Lord, one faith, one baptism.”

10.  So it is very clear that there is actually only one body of Christ, made up ‘of true believers, and they all have only ONE HOPE.  What is that hope?  It is the final functioning as a perfect “body” in heaven alongside their Lord and Master.  To one who has truly become a part of the body of Christ, the thought of being separate from their Lord and head of the body is frightful indeed.  True Christians have a strong desire to be with their Lord in Spirit, and one day in his physical presence.  This is not a desire that develops due to spiritual pride or religious fervour, but it develops in the same way as a natural affection between two persons who are in love.

It is interesting how this becomes manifest in the apostle’s discussion of marriage and singleness in I Cor. 7.  In verse 29 he says, “The time left has been reduced.” Reduced until when?  Until the coming of the Lord and the taking of the church to be with him in heaven.  And since the important thing is to draw close to the Lord and to do his work until he comes, a young man or woman might do better, according to this argument, to give undivided attention to the Lord.  It is like he is saying, “Why be so concerned about marriage, if the earthly bonds will be dissolved soon anyway?” Our passion for the Lord would be greater then the desire for marriage. 

The Pharisees tried to trip Jesus up on the question of marriage and divorce, and its long-range significance when it came to the resurrection. In Matthew 22:30 Jesus answered:

“For in the resurrection they neither marry, nor are given in marriage, but are like angels in heaven.” 

The point of this is not to discuss whether marriage or singleness is proper.  But what we can clearly see here is that these passages carry no meaning unless one is going to be with the Lord in heaven at his coming! 

This is Paul’s whole point—giving undivided attention towards the Lord in anticipation of his coining. There could hardly be a greater and more wicked deception than to deny the hope of one day being with Christ, our Lord and Master.

11.  How many “bodies” of Christ are there?  How many hopes have been set out for Christians?  How many callings?  Let us not be deceived by the clever trickery of men.  Jesus warned us in John 10:7-9:

“Jesus therefore said to them again, ‘Truly, truly I say to you, I am the door of the sheep.  All who came before Me are thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not hear them.  I am the door; if anyone enters through Me, he shall be saved, and shall go in and out, and find pasture.”

How does one know if he has a part in the body of Christ?  Let’s examine a couple of passages in the book of John.  In John 3:3 Jesus said, “Truly, truly I say to you, unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.” And in verse 5 he says, “Unless “one is born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God.” The key would be being “born of the Spirit”—being begotten as one of God’s spiritual sons. 

12.  The work of the Holy Spirit is to testify about Christ.  The Holy Spirit brings conviction upon a person’s heart, to reveal to us individually how sinful and wretched we really are without the blood of Christ to cover us. We must come face-to-face with the stark realisation that nothing we can ever do of ourselves can please God; for we cannot justify ourselves in God’s sight (Romans 3:20).  We are worthy of death (Romans 6:23).  We must personally ask Christ to cover our sins once and for all; and to make us into a new man in union with him.   The Holy Spirit has to bring a conviction on our hearts, and we either follow through or reject the work of the Holy Spirit upon our hearts.  As we follow through and ask the Lord Jesus to share his life with us, we are then born of the Spirit.  It is all of his work; he has begun it in our hearts with conviction, and is completing it by dwelling in us permanently through the Spirit.  This is not always an emotional experience.  God does not often work by “feelings.”  

But we do thereafter begin to notice real changes in us. We are aware of another influence with us—encouraging us on in a right course, and moulding us and disciplining us. It is none other than our Lord and Saviour Jesus. We feel a new life within us, according to Romans 8:11:

“But if the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, He who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through His Spirit who indwells you.”

13.  You are now a son of God according to verse 14:  “For all who are being led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God.” You have the hope of sharing with Him; you are now part of the body of Christ; you are an heir to all of the blessings that he has to give.  Verses 16 and 17 says:

“The Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, heirs also, heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him in order that we may also be glorified with Him.”

If you are sensitive to it, you will realise that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit now live with you and have made their home within you in Spirit, according to John 14:17-23:

“... the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it does not behold Him or know Him, but you know Him because He abides with you, and will be in you.  I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you.  After a little while the world will behold Me no more; but you will behold Me; because I live, you shall live also.  In that day you shall know that I am in my Father, and you in Me, and I in you.

“He who has kept my commandments, he it is who loves me; and he who loves Me shall be loved by My Father, and I will love him, and will disclose Myself to him....  If anyone loves Me, he will keep My word; and My Father will love him, and We will come to him, and make Our abode with him.”

14.  You should share in prayer with God each day; confiding in him and developing a trust in his way of working with you; and you will notice a pattern developing in your life.  Keep track of your prayers and note how the Lord answers them.  Allow the Holy Spirit to reveal God’s mind to you on such things.  I John 2:27 says:

“And as for you, the anointing which you received from Him abides in you, and you have no need for anyone to teach you; but as His anointing teaches you about all things, and is true and is not a lie, and just as it has taught you, you abide in Him.”

However, in order for the Holy Spirit to teach you, you need to read God’s Word regularly, not just for the sake of reading; but also that God may speak to you from the Word as well. All of our answers can be found therein.  The Bible is the door, and the Holy Spirit is the key.  Turn the key, and step onto the narrow little road and begin to walk with God.

15.  How will the entire body of Christ go to be with the Lord in their resurrected state? First of all, the Bible indicates that when a believer dies, he goes to be with the Lord; at least we can say his spirit is yielded up to the Lord (Acts 7:59).  The apostle Paul mentioned in II Cor. 5:6-8 that he could be at home with Christ if his life were to end.  But at the return of the Lord, there is a resurrection of the dead in Christ (in their glorified bodies) to meet those who had still been alive at the return of the Lord, so that the entire “body of Christ” would be bodily resurrected all at once.  A body needs all its parts to function as intended.  So we do not grieve over those who have died in the Lord; for they will not miss out on anything.  I Thessalonians 4:13-18 explains these things as follows:

“But we do not want you to be uniformed, brethren, about those who are asleep, that you may not grieve, as do the rest who have no hope. For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those who have fallen asleep in Jesus.

“For this we say to you by the Word of the Lord, that we who are alive, and remain until the coming of the Lord, shall not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trumpet of God; and the dead in Christ shall rise first. Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and thus we shall always be with the Lord. Therefore comfort one another with these words.”

16.  What else does the Bible tell us about this resurrection at the return of the Lord? Matthew 24:37-39 reveals that his coming will be with surprising suddenness, just like the days of Noah; and then verses 40-42 say: 

“Then there shall be two men in the field; one will be taken, and one will be left. Two women will be grinding at the mill; one will be taken, and one will be left. Therefore be on the alert, for you do not know which day your Lord is coming.” (See also Luke 17:34-36.)

It becomes very plain. At the sudden return of the Lord, the true body of Christ would be drawn up bodily to be with the Lord, just as Jesus disappeared from sight in Acts 1:9: 

“And after He had said these things, He was lifted up while they were looking on, and a cloud received Him out of their sight.”

17.  What would Christians do in heaven? Other than worshipping the Lord (Revelation 15:3-4), the Bible also reveals that we shall reign with Christ as kings and priests (Rev. 20:6). Perhaps, as Rev. 5:10 suggests, we will reign upon the earth, as the literal Greek renders it. This would also harmonise with Rev. 21:2-3, which after speaking of a new heavens and a new earth, says:

“And I saw the holy city, New Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, made ready as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne, saying, ‘Behold, the tabernacle of God is among men, and He shall dwell among them, and they shall be His people, and God Himself shall be among them.”

It literally says that God will dwell among his people on the earth. And, who is none other than “God manifest in the flesh” but Christ Jesus? How fitting the name of Immanuel becomes then, meaning ‘God Is With Us”!  Certainly the earth shall remain forever. Perhaps even the glorified body of Christ will dwell here, at least at some time.  There are many known factors rot yet revealed. The book of Revelation is a book that remains to be fulfilled, as far as prophecy; with many mysteries indeed.  Those who “wrap a string” around it and declare that they understand it all will be gravely disappointed in the end. But those who have put their faith and trust in the Lamb of God—they will abide forever.

1. What hope did Jesus hold out to his disciples?

2. Did Jesus’ disciples understand this heavenly hope right away? What were they looking forward to?

3. How does Paul later express his desire to be with Christ in heaven?

4. What was the reason they desired to go to heaven? What did Stephen and Paul say regarding their going to be with Jesus?

5. Why is it a most natural thing for a Christian to want to be with Jesus?

6. If we have no desire to be with Christ some day, what may be the problem? Why must we know our head?

7. What is the wedding garment?

8. Since the body of Christ is pictured as one organism, why can we expect the members of that body to be all together someday?

9. What purpose do “gifts in men” serve?

10. What is the hope for all Christians? How does 1 Corinthians chapter 7 and Matthew 22:30 illustrate this?

11. What is required to be part of the body of Christ?

12. What is the main work or the Holy Spirit today? What does it mean to be “born of the Spirit?”

13. As sons of God, we can say that who lives in us?

14. Why is prayer and reading the Word so important to Christians?

15. How does 2 Thess.4:13-18 describe the “raising up” of the body of Christ?

16. How do the scriptures show a bodily “raising up” in the end times?

17. What does Revelation reveal regarding the future of the body or Christ?

“The Truth That Gives You Eternal Life”

Chapter 8

GOD’S KINGDOM COMES TO POWER 

IN THE MIDST OF ITS ENEMIES

1.  For thousands of years, men of faith lived in expectation of the time when God’s kingdom would become manifest.  The prophecy in Genesis 3:15 pointed forward to the bruising of the serpent’s  (Satan’s) head, and the destruction of his influence.  Abraham was given the promise that his seed or offspring would be as innumerable as the grains of sand on the seashore.  Hebrews 11:9-10 says about him:

“By faith he lived as an alien in the land of promise, as in a foreign land, dwelling in tents with Isaac and Jacob, fellow heirs of the same promise, for he was looking for the city which has foundations, whose architect and builder is God.”

Hebrews 11:13-16 makes it clear that the faithful men of old were looking forward to the kingdom blessings; 

“All these died in faith, without receiving the promises, but having seen them and having welcomed them from a distance, and having confessed that they were strangers and exiles on the earth.  For those who say such things make it clear that they are seeking a country of their own.  And indeed, if they had been thinking of that country from which they went out, they would have had opportunity to return.  But as it is, they desire a better country, that is a heavenly one. Therefore, God is not ashamed to be called their God; for He has prepared a city for them.”

2.  Was this kingdom to be an earthly kingdom, or a heavenly one?  Notice in verse 13, quoted above, it speaks of these men of faith as considering themselves strangers and temporary residents on the earth.  Why? Because as verse 16 says, God has prepared a city for them. 

The prophet Daniel had foretold this kingdom in Daniel 7:22, 27: 

“I kept looking . . . until the Ancient of Days came, and judgement was passed in favour of the saints of the Highest One, and the time arrived when the saints took possession of the kingdom. 

“Then the sovereignty, the dominion, and the greatness of all the kingdoms under the whole heaven will be given to the people of the saints of the Highest One; His kingdom will be an everlasting kingdom, and all the dominions will serve and obey Him.”

Jesus came preaching about the kingdom of the heavens (Matt. 3:2) and the good news of the kingdom (Matt. 4:23).  He also said that unless we are born again we would not see that kingdom (John 3:3).  Jesus promised that his disciples would eat and drink with him in the kingdom of God (Luke 22:30).  Revelation 11:15 speaks of the time when the kingdom of the world would become the kingdom of our Lord, and he would rule forever and ever.

We can see from these few examples that the kingdom would come in a very literal way, and the holy ones would inherit that kingdom all eternity.  The Bible does not furnish a great deal of detail concerning the physical aspects of that kingdom, although many like to speculate concerning what it will be like.  But one thing we can be sure of, it will be beyond our greatest expectations (II Cor. 12:2-4).

3.  But even now we can experience the reality of that kingdom.  Matt. 11:12 says:  “And from the days of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom of heaven suffers violence, and violent men take it by force.”

If we have a sharing with Christ, we already have a taste of that kingdom. To have fellowship with the king himself is to practically be in the kingdom.  Luke 17:20-21 relates Jesus’ words:

“The kingdom of God is not coming with signs to be observed; nor will they say,  ‘Look, here it is!’ or ‘There it is!’ For behold, the kingdom of God is in your midst.”

4.  The Bible indicates that the kingdom would come literally in the “last days.” Jesus gave an important prophecy about the last days in Matthew 24.

Let’s consider this account:

Verse 3:  “And as He was sitting on the Mount of Olives, the disciples came to Him privately saying, ‘Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be the sign of your coming, and of the end of the Age?”

In Verse 4 he gives a vital warning in answer:  “See to it that no one misleads you.” Evidently much false teaching on the return of Christ would develop, fooling many into believing that he had returned before his time.

Verse 5:  “For many will come in My name, saying, ‘I am the Christ,’ and will mislead many.”

Jewish history testifies that even between the years 33 to 70 AD men appeared who claimed to be the Messiah, or even “Christ returned.” This also includes those who claim that they alone are God’s “Anointed one” (christos) on the earth; and many would be drawn astray by these claims.

Verse 6:  “And you will be hearing of wars and rumours of wars; see that you are not frightened, for those things must take place, but that is not yet the end.”

National unrest would not mean the end of the world. Even for their time, there was much tension and warfare in the years that followed this prophecy.  They were not to view these events as a sign of the commencement of the end.

Verses 7 and 8:  “For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom, and in various place there will be famines and earthquakes.  But all these things are merely the beginning of birth pangs.”

Much would occur on the earth in the way of natural and political disturbances, and on a large scale at that. Neither would this trigger the end of the world.

Verses 9 and 10:  “Then they will deliver you to tribulation, and will kill you, and you will be hated by all nations on account of My name. And at that time many will fall away and will deliver up one another and hate one another.”

The Christians began to be persecuted not long after Jesus’ death, by the Roman government, particularly beginning with Emperor Nero, who tried to blame the burning of Rome on the Christians, using then as a scapegoat. The Apostle Paul was imprisoned twice under Nero’s rule, and most likely put to death by him. Severe cruelties were suffered by Christians during this time.  They were thrown to the lions, made sport of in the arenas as they were torn apart by wild animals.  They were burned on crosses and stakes.  Nero once illuminated a night procession by using Christians as human torches, burning them alive.  The reason: They were speaking in the name of Jesus (see Hebrews 11:32-40).

6. Verse 11:  

“And many false prophets will arise, and will mislead may.” 

The letters to the churches in Revelation 1-3 indicate that by the end of the first century, many false prophets were at work to try and corrupt those who had become Christians.  In John’s final letters, he warned about “antichrists” who would come along and teach a “different Jesus” than the one they had known. This heresy was at work even in Paul’s day (Galatians 1:6-9).

Verses 12 and 13:  “And because lawlessness is increased, most people’s love will grow cold.  But the one who endures to the end, he shall be saved.”

Hard times would cause many to be indifferent to the needs of their fellow man—it would be “every man for himself.” Christians would endure by having a living faith in God—our faith gives us the salvation of our souls (I Peter 1:8-9).

7.  Verse 14: 

 “And this gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in the whole world for a witness to all the nations, and then the end shall come.”

Actually, there might be two “ends” that Jesus was referring to.  The end of the Jewish system would occur in the year 70 with the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem by the Roman army. The following verses (15-22) reveal that Jesus was specifically referring to this calamitous end.  But the rest of chapter 24 obviously indicates a greater world situation at its end; although this was probably not understood by those listening to Jesus. Their immediate concern was the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple—this was shocking news to them.

In Luke 21, especially verses 20 and 21, there are furnished additional instructions vital to the saving of their lives. Jesus spoke of the time that would come when Jerusalem would be surrounded by pointed stakes. This occurred in the year 66 AD when the Roman armies moved in and built a wall of stakes around the entire walled city. What about the Christians Inside the city? How could they flee as Jesus commanded?  Well, the Romans suddenly left, and they then made their break for the mountainous regions around Pella. Three years later the Romans came back and besieged the city which resulted in the most detestable of conditions that human beings could ever experience.   All of this information was recorded by a Jewish historian called Josephus, who travelled with the Roman armies that were besieging Jerusalem.

8.  Matthew 24:26:  “If therefore they say to you, ‘Behold, He is in the wilderness,’ do not go forth, or, ‘Behold, He is in the inner rooms,’ do not believe them.”

Some would claim a “secret” return of Christ, only acknowledged by his special followers. This would be in a particular location, or they could mean an “invisible” return?  But he said, “Do not believe them.” Jesus knew how he was going to return, and all men would know without a doubt (Rev. 1:7).

Verse 27: “For just as the lightning comes from the east, and flashes even to the west, so shall the coming of the Son of Man be.” 

For Jesus would come and there would be no doubt in anyone’s mind; even those who had previously Ignored Bible prophecy (see Matt. 24:30).

9. Verses 32 and 33:  

“Now learn the parable from the fig tree: When its branch has already become tender, and puts forth its leaves, you know that summer is near; even so you too, when you see all these things, recognise that he is near, right at the door.”

When we consider all the scriptures that bear on this matter, it appears that Jesus’ return would be unpredictable right up to the last hour, when suddenly verses 29 and 30 would be fulfilled.  To see the beginning of these frightful signs means the imminent return of Christ.

Verse 34:  “Truly I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things take place.”

Their generation did not pass away by the time 70 AD rolled around, and neither did the fulfilment of much of this prophecy. Would this reference to a “generation not passing away” apply as well to a later time; the end of the world? If so, what would mark the beginning of that generation? In speaking to his disciples, Jesus clearly specified that he was speaking about their generation.  If it was to apply in our day, we do not know exactly when to begin the count. Jesus had already cautioned that wars, earthquakes, and pestilence would occur without being imminent signs.

Verses 36-39? “But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone. For the coming of the Son of Man will be just like the days of Noah. For as in those days which were before the flood they were eating and drinking, they were marrying and giving in marriage, until the day that Noah entered the ark, and they did not understand until the flood came and took them all away; so shall the coming of the Son of Man be.”

Obviously world conditions would not be at a major crisis point where people in general would actually expect the end of the world as imminent.

Life would be carried on as usual right up to this coming. 

10.  Verses 40-41:  

“Then there shall be two men in the field; one will be ‘taken, and one will be left. Two women will be grinding at the mill; one will be taken, and one will be left.”

At the call of the trumpet (I Thes. 4:16), those alive in Christ shall be lifted up to be with the Lord, leaving unbelievers behind.

11.  Verses 45-47: 

“Who then is the faithful and sensible slave whom his master ‘put in charge of his household to give than their food at the proper time?

Blessed is that slave whom his master finds doing so when he comes. Truly I say to you, that he will put him in charge of all his possessions.” 

Whom does Jesus put in charge of feeding his household? Shepherds and teachers in the congregation (I Cor. 12:28); not a “special” group of men or a man-made theological structure (see also John 21:17; Ezekiel 34:8).

Verses 48-51: “But if that evil slave says in his heart, ‘My master is not coming for a long time,’ and shall begin to beat his fellow slaves and eat and drink with drunkards; the master of that slave will come on a day when he does not expect him and at an hour which he does not know, and shall cut him in pieces and assign him a place with the hypocrites; weeping shall be there and the gnashing of teeth.”

False shepherds who would ignore the real needs of their sheep, plundering them and feeding them lies and false prophecies, would be surprised by the return of the Lord and suffer eternal separation from their master’s favour, even grinding their teeth together in despair and anger. This is not what they had anticipated at all!

There are many other passages that pertain to the time of the end and the establishing of the kingdom. The ones we have just considered will give us a basic idea; but we need to read the whole Bible to consider them all. 

12.  But how would the kingdom come to power in the midst of its enemies? In chapter 6 we considered the world and its Satanic influence as an enemy of God. Satan has organised his forces to attack the work of Jesus Christ on the earth.  Sometimes this opposition comes directly from a source that actually claims to be from God.

This was the case in Jesus’ day. He was performing signs and great wonders and miracles before the people. Instead of recognising the power of God in Jesus’ ministry, the Pharisees said that he was from the Devil. Then Jesus gave an illustration showing how you are either working along with God and doing the works of God, or you are his enemy. He said in Matt. 12:30:

“He who is not with Me is against Me; and he who does not gather with Me scatters.”

By his illustration, Jesus had already demonstrated to the Jews how the kingdom of God had come to power in the midst of its enemies. In chapters 4 and 6 we considered how persons operating under the guise of religion and religious organisations can be considered anti-Christian, or ‘antichrist’. 

By their teaching a ‘different Jesus’ (II Cor. 11:4), or a different gospel (Gal. 1:6), they put themselves in enemy territory. They are outside the “ark” of safety (Heb. 11:7), and leave themselves open to destruction. (Matt. 7:22-23) Satan has been successful in filling the earth with such false prophets and religionists (Matt. 24:24).

13.  Jesus once gave an illustration to show how false Christians would be difficult to distinguish from true Christians, and that the end of the world would bring a separating work, where the “sheep” would be separated from the “goats.” Notice what Jesus says in Matt. 13:24-30:

“The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a man who sowed good seed in his field.  But while men were sleeping, the enemy came and sowed tares also among the wheat, and went away. But when the wheat sprang up and bore grain, then the tares became evident also. And the slaves of the landowner came and said to him, ‘Sir, did you not sow good seed in your field? How then does it have tares?’ And he said to them, ‘An enemy has done this!’ And the slaves said to him, ‘Do you want us, then, to go and gather them up?’ But he said, ‘No; lest while you are gathering up the tares, you may root up the wheat with them. Allow both to grow together until the harvest; and in the time of the harvest I will say to the reapers, ‘First gather up the tares and bind them in bundles to burn them up; but gather the wheat into my barn.’” 

In verses 37-43 Jesus explains his illustration:

“The one who sows the good seed is the Son of man, and the field is the world; and as for the good seed, these are the sons of the kingdom; and the tares are the sons of the evil ones; and the enemy who sowed them is the devil, and the harvest is the end of the age; and the reapers are angels. “Therefore, just as the tares are gathered up and burned with fire, so shall it be at the end of the age. The Son of Man will send forth his angels, and they will gather out of His kingdom all stumbling blocks, and those who commit lawlessness, and will cast them into the furnace of fire; in that place there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Then the righteous will shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father. He who has ears, let him hear.”

In verses 44-52 of this same chapter Jesus contrasts the great joy of his true children with the extreme anguish of those not recognised by Christ. Thus we can see both the kindness and the severity of God (Rom. 11:22). 

14.  How would mankind be separated as sheep from goats? Would this happen without a person even knowing that he is being “separated?” 

Matt. 13:39-41 revealed that this separation would be at the ‘end of the world,’ often called ‘judgement day.’ According to Matt. 25:31-46, [which I recommend that you read at this point] the wicked are not “let off the hook,” so to speak, by just being annihilated, but will actually have to face the judgement throne of God to answer for their lives. The account shows how they are especially judged for their treatment of other Christians, of “these my little ones.” If their way of life or religious beliefs were such that they ignored human needs and failed to show love to those who loved Christ, including members of their own household, and left them empty and wanting, though they be zealots in their religion they would not be recognised by Christ in the end. 

Compassion for others is a key issue in the judgement. The parable of the rich man and Lazarus illustrated the condemnation brought upon the rich man; not because of his riches, but for ignoring the needs of Lazarus. 

James 1:27 stresses that true worship especially means taking care of orphans and widows. In Mark 7:9-13 Jesus warned against allowing religious rules to overshadow the showing of love to one’s own family (please read).

If our religious beliefs have caused us to look upon “worldly” persons as something “off limits,” to the point where we are unconcerned for their needs, as the priest in the parable of the good Samaritan, we are overstepping the commandments of God (Luke 10:30-36).

15.  When the Lord Jesus Christ gives us sayings of truth and life, and someone comes along and tries to convince us that these truths are not for us, or don’t apply to us, or if they turn the meaning of the scriptures around to mean the opposite of what our Lord said, then:

“It would be better for him if a millstone were hung around his neck and were thrown into the sea, than that he should cause one of these little ones to stumble” (Luke 17:2).

Such is the fate of the enemies of the kingdom. But how does God’s kingdom manifest power in the midst of its enemies today?

16.  Jesus said: 

“He who believes in Me, the works that I do shall he do also; and greater works than these shall he do; because I go to the Father…” (John 14:12).

So, although the enemies of the kingdom would be abundant in these days, true Christians would see the power of God being manifested through them. Jesus said his disciples would do works “greater than these,” obviously meaning greater in number and perhaps in the number of people affected.

Elijah was a prophet of God and performed many unusual miracles, but his apprentice Elisha, due to his reliance on God and his eagerness to be used, performed two miracles for every one of Elijah.  So it is not surprising that Jesus would say this.

What type of miracles or works would Christians see manifest in their lives?  For the answer we go to the book of Acts and review the account. 

Starting with Acts 2, the first miracle bestowed upon the Christian congregation was the pouring out of the Holy Spirit and their speaking in tongues at the time of Pentecost.

Another miracle in the same chapter was the conversion of upwards of 3,000 souls to Christ in one day. According to Acts 2:43, many other miracles were performed on that occasion as well, though not specifically listed. 

In Acts 3 Peter heals a lame man.  In chapter 5 an angel let the apostles out of prison, and in verses 15 and 16 Peter was healing the sick and casting out demons.

In Acts 6 we read about Stephen who was performing signs and wonders; and according to verse 10 he was filled with wisdom and Holy Spirit in his speech, so that none could effectively debate him. 

In Acts 8 an angel and the Holy Spirit spoke to Phillip and instructed him in what to do in order to bring salvation to an Ethiopian. Then the Holy Spirit impelled Phillip on to other areas to evangelise.

In Acts 9 Peter brought a girl named Tabitha back to life, who had died.  In chapter 10 Peter received a vision from the Lord instructing him in God’s purpose for him.  In chapter 13 Paul strikes the magician, Elymas, blind for opposing the Holy Spirit.

In chapter 21 we again read about Phillip, the evangelist, and it reveals that he had four daughters that would prophecy by Holy Spirit. We also meet Agabus, a prophet in the church, who foretold that Paul would soon be bound up in Jerusalem.

In Acts 27 an angel spoke to Paul and showed him exactly what was to happen in the days ahead, and to let his travelling companions know of their assured safety.  In chapter 28 Paul was made immune to a poisonous snake, and it served as a witness to others of God’s power in their midst. 

There are many other instances of miracles and healings as well; these are but a few examples.  All of these miracles and healings were made possible through the ministry of the Holy Spirit; and they were not limited to the twelve apostles, as we have seen.  In the midst of his enemies, God made his power known. He came to power through the continued preaching of the gospel of Christ, and the subsequent infilling of the Holy Spirit upon believers, who, in turn, went out and made God’s wisdom and power known among the people.  As a result, many who had been alienated from God accepted his grace and the free gift of life.

17.  Yahweh God has not changed this pattern in 2000 years since this particular ministry of the Holy Spirit began (John 16:7-14). In Acts 2:16-21 Peter quotes from a prophecy in the book of Joel that would have its application in the last days:

“‘And it shall be in the last days,’ God says, ‘That I will pour forth of my Spirit upon all mankind; and your sons and your daughters shall prophecy, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream dreams; even upon my bondslaves, both men and women, I will in those days pour forth of my Spirit and they shall prophecy. 

‘And I will grant wonders in the sky above, and signs on the earth beneath, blood, and fire, and vapour of smoke, ‘The sun shall be turned into darkness, and the moon into blood, before the great and glorious day of the Lord shall come.

‘And it shall be, that everyone who calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.’”

What it means for us is that God still works in supernatural ways. If we are sensitive to the Lord and active in his work, we should expect for him to work with us and reveal things to us and protect us just as he did with our Christian brothers back in the first century. We should also expect him to equip us with gifts for the ministry, in order to minister to others; for God does not send his children away empty-handed. The gifts God gives us through the Holy Spirit enable us to minister to the body of Christ as well. I suggest at this point you read over I Corinthians 12.

18.  What evidences do we see in the world today of God’s power working in the midst of an ungodly world?

Compassion for our fellow man is one evidence of God’s power at work in the lives of many today. We have more relief efforts mobilised in the world today than ever, and these are largely supported by societies which are basically Christian in principle.  There are plenty of ‘good Samaritan’ stories around as well, if we are attentive to them. Many churches have special programs for the elderly, the handicapped, the alcoholics, drug addicts, single parents, and so on. There is always so much evil going around us that, in our imperfect nature, we are prone to overlook the good around us. God is working with people, and in powerful ways at that. The preaching of the gospel is being carried out in more ways than ever before in human history.  Christians can be found taking the gospel to people’s doors, at work, in rest homes, witnessing on the street, by public lectures, by radio and television, satellite programs, and a multitude of publications and audio-visual aids.

God’s power is often manifest in large assemblies of Christians meet, not only to be strengthened by the Word of God, but also there is a ministering to personal needs and equipping of them to share in the ministry of the body of Christ.

19.  But we must ask, why do so many who say they are Christians show a negative example to the world? Why is morality such a big problem in the Christian church? Why is there a hesitancy on the part of many to go forth and spread the gospel?

These are the exact same problems that have always faced the Christian church.  If you read the letters to the Corinthians and the beginning of Revelation, where Jesus Christ gives a message to the church in his day, the same situations existed in the church then, as today.  Because of imperfection, and the failure of some elders to shepherd the flock of God in their care, such is the case.

The “logical” reaction is to impose standards and laws upon the people. The Judaisers tried to do it in the first century (Gal. 3:1-3), and a multitude of churches and cults adopt a system of manmade rules even today. Since they do not themselves understand the discipline of God, they take it upon themselves to discipline the “flock” according to their own expectations.  In Revelation, chapters 1-3 , it is Jesus Christ who speaks to his church and reproves it, not some “governing body” or religious system. 

20.  The Jews in Jesus’ day often made fun of Christians because of their doctrine of salvation by grace (Rom. 3:8). Many no doubt felt that the Christians used the grace of God as a license to do what they wanted; and since they themselves lived by rules and commandments of men, which tended to produce self-righteousness in them, they looked down on the Christians and despised them for their freedom. They were well trained in the Law to appear outwardly clean, or morally righteous, but Jesus said that they were like “whitewashed tombs which on the outside appear beautiful, but inside they are full of dead men’s bones and all uncleanness.” He also said that they “outwardly appear righteous to men, but inwardly are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness” (Matt. 23:27-28).

21.  Jesus said, “I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.” Why did Jesus say this to the Jews?

They were making sport of all the people coming to him who were loaded down with sin. In their Jewish minds, they felt that a person had to clean up his life before he could come to God.  But Jesus showed that God wanted people to come to him as there were, and to repent, and feel regret for their sinful way of life, and let the Holy Spirit begin to work within them and change them. There is not a human on earth who can clean up his sins in order to approach God. They can strive to be outwardly righteous in appearance, by discipline and rules, but this does not change the heart.

Paul called them hypocrites for their self-deception (Col. 2:20-23).

22.  So, Christianity follows the same pattern today as in Jesus’ day.  The apostle Paul preached the cross of Christ in its full simplicity (1 Cor. 2:2). In Galatians 6:14 he says:

“But may it never be that I should boast, except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has been crucified to me, and I to the world.”

No doubt the early Christians preached that “Christ died to save you from your sins,” and that “Jesus saves.” To most Jews, the simplicity and foolishness of the message was a stumbling block, and it was not intellectual enough for the Greeks (1 Cor. 1:23).  But God used the simplicity of this message to lay bare the souls of men, and to separate them according to the condition of their hearts: 

“For consider your calling, brethren, that there were not many wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble; but God has chosen the foolish things of the world to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to shame the things which are strong, and the base things of the world and the despised, God has chosen, the things that are not, that he might nullify the things that are, that no man should boast before God.”

So today we see modern-day Pharisees making sport of Christians and their simplistic gospel.  They look hard to find their mistakes and inconsistencies and point out that they could not possibly be God’s children.  They ignore the witness of God’s Word which clearly reveals that when you live under a system of grace, some are wrongly going to take advantage of it, and give a bad example to the world.  But this is the way God chose to save his children, and there is no other way or method that can work.  Paul says plainly that no man will ever reach God by his own works (Gal. 2:16, 21; 3:10-12).

There will always be those who take advantage of the grace of God.  Someday they will answer to God for their conduct; but so will we; so let us be careful how we walk and how we judge others.  Let us glory in the untold millions of our Christian brothers and sisters worldwide who share the simple gospel of “Christ crucified,” the real “good news of the kingdom.”

This kingdom has truly come to power in the midst of its enemies!

1. What have men of faith been looking forward to for thousands of years?

2. Is the kingdom a heavenly or earthly kingdom? Is it a literal kingdom?

3. How do we share in that kingdom even now?

4. What are some things predicted by Jesus that we should watch out for, or not be alarmed over?

5. What other prophecies were to come true?

6. Who would arise and teach a “different gospel?”

7. Why can we say there is a twofold fulfilment of Matthew 24:14-22 and Luke 21:20,21?

&..What would some false prophets proclaim? How did Jesus counter this in Matthew 24:27?

9. Why can we say we are living in the last days, and yet not know when our Lord is coming?

20. How would believers be taken up to be with Christ in the end?

11. Who would be faithful and discreet slaves of their Lord Jesus? What would be the fate o€ false shepherds?

12. Why can Cod’s kingdom expect opposition, especially from those who claim to be from God?

13. Are false Christians easily identifiable? What is the fate of such workers of deception?

14. What is one criterion for God’s judgement of people, as mentioned In Matthew 13:39-41? Why is compassion a key issue in the judgement?

15. What is the fate of those who try to steal the promises given by Jesus away from people?

16. Would true Christians experience the power of God In their lives, and in their ministry to others? How does the record in Acts set the precedent? How has God’s kingdom come to power?

17. What does Joel foretell for the last days? What can we therefore expect from God?

18. How is the kingdom and power of God at work today?

19. Why has the Christian church always had problems, if they are God’s people? Some take it upon themselves to correct this situation by imposing what on Christians?

20. Why did the Pharisees make fun of Christians? How did Jesus describe such ones in Matthew 23:27,28?

21. Why was the Pharisaical approach to God wrong?

22. Therefore, what is the message that true Christians preach?

23. Though it has enemies, why can we say God’s kingdom has really come to power?

“The Truth That Gives You Eternal Life”

Chapter 9

THE TRUE CHURCH AND ITS FOUNDATION

1.  In our modern society, the word “church” is often used to refer to a building or place of worship.  However, Biblically speaking, the word church is actually derived from a Greek term ecclesia, meaning “called-out ones.”  The Hebrew equivalent is qahal, meaning “congregation,” or “assembly.” This expression was in use centuries before the time of Christ.  The nation of Israel, while trekking through the desert for 40 years, was referred to as the “congregation of Yahweh” (I Chron.  28:8).

They were often gathered together to hear the word of Yahweh (Exodus 35:1).  God spoke to this congregation primarily through Moses, who was to judge them and read the word of God to them.   As a congregation, the Israelites were  to be witnesses of Yahweh,  as  Isaiah  43:10  clearly indicates.

2.  In time, however, there came to be a change in God’s manner of dealing with his congregation.  Hebrews 1:1-2 tells us: 

“God, after He spoke long ago to the fathers in the prophets in many portions and in many ways, in these last days has spoken to us in His Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made the world.”

With the coming of the promised Messiah, those who had previously gathered together to learn of Yahweh by means of Moses and the prophets were now to gather together as an assembly to hear the words of Jesus, the Son of God. He further revealed God’s purposes concerning His congregation. 

3.  Just as the former congregation was known as the witnesses of Yahweh, so those in the new congregation were to be known as witnesses of Jesus (Acts 1:8).  Sadly, many of the Israelites failed to make the transition from the old arrangement to the new. Although the Mosaic Law covenant had been concluded and done away with at the death of Christ (Colossians 2:14), and a new covenant had come into existence (Hebrews 8:7-13), many blindly preferred to cling to the old covenant arrangement and to continue in their old pattern of things.  Jesus made it clear that they were no longer the true congregation of Yahweh (John 5:39-40).  Although still considering themselves as witnesses of Yahweh, their pride and self-righteousness blinded them  to God’s  program  of  righteousness  through  Christ  (John 8:33-36).  Their worship became dead and their knowledge of God distorted. They felt that they could be justified in God’s eyes by following the Jewish religious system with its laws and religious rules. The apostle Paul made it clear why many of the Israelites who considered themselves to be witnesses of Yahweh never became witnesses of Jesus (Christians):

“But Israel, pursuing a law of righteousness, did not arrive at that law.  Why?  Because they did not pursue it by faith, but as though it were by works.  They stumbled over the stumbling stone, just as it is written, ‘Behold, I lay in Zion a stone of stumbling and a rock of offence, and he who believes in Him will not be disappointed.” (Romans 9:31-33).

In other words, they were working ‘to please God on their own merit. They were satisfied in their rules and traditions. They had no use for a God who would give them salvation as a free gift! So they stumbled over the message of the cross of Christ (I Cor. 1:23).

4.  What qualities characterised those who left the dead religious system of the former covenant to become Christians?   First of all, they were receptive to the humble approach of Christ. John 1:11-13 tell us:

“He came to His own, and those who were His own did not receive Him. But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God, even to those who believe in His name, who were born not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God.”

The Israelites who accepted Jesus as their Lord and Saviour did so because of the mercy and forgiveness he represented. Something inside of them was awoken when they met the Christ—they recognised Yahweh in Him.  A tiny seed that had been planted in their hearts was stirred to life. But only God could plant that seed; in His divine wisdom He knew these who were His. Jesus once said: 

“‘But there are some of you who do not believe.’ For Jesus knew from the beginning who they were who did not believe, and who it was that would betray Him.

“And He was saying, ‘For this reason I have said to you, that no one can come to Me, unless it has been granted him from the Father’” (John 6:64-65).

5.  The Bible clearly reveals that God had chosen from the beginning who would be members of His church under the new covenant with Christ. Although it is hard for us as humans to conceive how God can know all things from the beginning and still allow us freedom of choice, we can rest in the hope that someday we will know.  Often men will go to two extremes in their efforts to explain this away.   Some believe that all things are “predestined,” and we cannot change our course of life. Others are impelled to teach that God “chooses not to see the future.” Both views may seem logical to some, but fall short of representing God’s omniscience.

God’s foreknowledge in this matter is expressed beautifully in Ephesians 1:4-14 (Living Bible):

“Long ago, even before he made the world, God chose us to be his very own, through what Christ would do for us; he decided then to make was holy in his eyes, without a single fault – we who stand before him, covered with his love.  His unchanging plan has always been to adopt us into his own family by sending Jesus Christ to die for us. And he did this because he wanted to.” Now all praise to God for His wonderful kindness to us and his favour that he has poured out upon us, because we belong to his dearly beloved Son.  So overflowing is his kindness towards us that he took away all our sins through the blood of his Son, by whom we are saved; and he has showered down upon us the richness of his grace—for how well he understands us and knows what is best for us at all times.

“God has told us his secret reason for sending Christ, a plan he decided on in mercy long ago; and this was his purpose: that when the time is ripe he will gather us all together from wherever we are—in heaven or on earth—to be with him in Christ, forever.  Moreover, because of what Christ has done we have become gifts to God that he delights in, for as a part of God’s sovereign plan we were chosen from the beginning to be his, and all things happen just as he decided long ago.  God’s purpose in this was that we should praise God and give glory to him for doing these mighty things for us, who were the first to trust in Christ.

“And because of what Christ did, all you others too, who heard the Good News about how to be saved, and trusted Christ, were marked as belonging to Christ by the Holy Spirit, who long ago had been promised to all of us Christians.  His presence within us is God’s guarantee that he really will give us all that he promised; and the Spirit’s seal upon us means that God has already purchased us and that he guarantees to bring us to himself. This is just one more reason for us to praise our glorious God.”

6.  The “true church” in our day consists of those who belong to Jesus Christ.

The whole body of followers are promised to him as a “bride,” according to II Cor. 11:2 and Rev. 21:2, 9-10. They are “purchased” by the blood of Jesus and belong to him (Acts 20:28). They were first designated by the name “Christians” by God’s own direction:

“It thus came about that for a whole year they gathered together with him in the congregation and taught quite a crowd, and it was first in Antioch that the disciples were by divine providence called Christians” (Acts 11:26 Kingdom Interlinear Translation).

· How many are in the true church, and will share with Christ in heaven?

7.  The promise of sharing with Christ as a part of his church is not limited to certain dispensations of time, nor is the church limited in number.

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob will be there (Hebrews 11:10, 13-16; Luke 13:28-29).  A great crowd of people from all races, nations and tongues will be there. In Revelation 7:14 it says that they are before toe throne of God, and in verse 15 they are pictured as serving him day and night in his temple sanctuary. The literal Greek word used for sanctuary here is naos, which refers to the holy of holies; the part of the temple that pictures the throne room of God.

· What will they do in heaven?

The Bible indicates that they are to serve as kings and priests to God (I Peter 2:4-5).  They will reign upon (or over, as some translations say) the earth for a thousand years with Christ (Rev. 5:10; 20:4).  Whatever else they will do is not revealed in the scriptures.

· Who will live on the earth?

The Bible is not clear in revealing just who will populate the new earth, and who the bride of Christ will rule over.  It was not the concern of the New Testament church at any rate, for they were all going to heaven!  Luke 22:30 does say that the glorified church will “sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel.” We do know that the promises of a paradise earth, such as is found in Isaiah chapter 65, seem to have a further fulfilment to come.

· What about Revelation 7:4 and 14:1 which speak of 144,000 in heaven?

8.  This passage has been interpreted over the centuries as both literal or symbolic.  If it is literal, it means that in the last days there will be 144,000 Jews who come to know Christ (literal Jews, if we are taking the passage literally) who will preach the gospel during the Great Tribulation, after the body of believers has been taken to heaven (I Thes. 4:16-17).

If these passages are symbolic, there could be several interpretations. But it would be scholastically dishonest to say that the number 144,000 is literal and to dismiss the rest of Revelation 7:5-8 as having no real meaning.

· Who is the foundation of the true church?

9.  Obviously, Jesus Christ is the foundation.  In Matthew 21:42-44 he quoted Psalm 118:22 and applied it to himself, saying that he is the chief cornerstone.  Ephesians 2:19-20 adds:

“So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints, and are of God’s household, having been built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the cornerstone.”

Here we get a clear picture of the whole “building.” Christ is the foundation cornerstone, the apostles and prophets are the primary building blocks, and the rest of the church are the bricks.

In the book of Revelation we are given a glimpse of the holy city New Jerusalem, which pictures the true church, the “bride” of Christ (Rev. 21:2, 9.  Revelation 21:14 says;

“And the wall of the city had twelve foundation stones, and on them were the twelve names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb.”

· Why does the Bible speak of literal Israel and spiritual Israel?

10.  The Christian church became known as “spiritual Israel.” At first, the Christian congregation was comprised of Jewish believers.  At Pentecost of 33 AD the Holy Spirit was poured out on these as a sign of their inheritance as spiritual sons of God, the true “seed of Abraham”:

“And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to a promise” (Galatians 3:29).

Three and a half years later, the Gentiles were also given the privilege of becoming part of the “seed of Abraham,” as spiritual sons of God (Acts 10:44-45; Romans 9:23-24).   Therefore,  the promise  once given  to the patriarch Abraham—that his offspring would become innumerable and bless the nations (Genesis 22:17-18)—was to include even the Gentiles in its fulfilment.  The apostle Paul makes this clear in Romans 9:6-9:

“But it is not as though the word of God has failed. For they are not all Israel who are descended from Israel; neither are they all children because they are Abraham’s descendants, but:  ‘Through Isaac your descendants will be named.’ That is, it is not the children of the flesh who are children of God, but the children of the promise are regarded as descendants.”

Romans 2:28-29 adds:

“For he is not a Jew who is one outwardly; neither is circumcision that which is outward in the flesh.  But he is a Jew who is one inwardly; and circumcision is that which is of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter; and his praise is not from men, but from God.”

Finally, the apostle Paul concludes a letter to the Christian congregation in Ephesus, which consisted of both Jews and Gentiles, by calling them the “Israel of God” (Gal. 6:16).

· Has God cast off the natural Jews as a people?

11.  To get the answer we should consider chapter 11 of the book of Romans. Verses l-2a tell us:

“I say, then, God has not rejected His people, has he?  May it never be!  For I too am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, of the tribe of Benjamin.  God has not rejected His people whom He foreknew.” 

Paul tells us that there is a remnant of Israel that had accepted the grace of God In his day (verse 5).  But he also tells us in verse 11 that God has given the premises of Abraham to the Gentiles in order to make the Jews jealous; and verse 12 and verse 25 indicate that a partial hardening has happened in the hearts of the Jewish people until the full number of Gentiles enter into the promises.  Paul calls this a mystery in verse 25, and then says:

“No, the partial insensibility which has come to Israel is only to last until the full number of the Gentiles has been called in.  Once this has happened, all Israel will be saved, as the scripture says: 

Then shall come out of Zion the deliverer; He shall turn away ungodliness from Jacob: And this is my covenant unto them, when I shall take away their sins.’

“As far as the gospel goes, they are at present God’s enemies—which is to your advantage.  But as far as God’s purpose in choosing is concerned, they are still beloved for their fathers’ sakes.  For once they are made, God does not withdraw his gifts or his calling.”

In other words, although the gospel was first preached to the Jews, the Gentiles have responded in much greater measure. But soon the times of the Gentile will be fulfilled, and the spiritual eyes of the Jewish people will be opened.  God will see to it; for his gifts and promises to the Jewish people will not go unfulfilled (compare Luke 21:24).  This was surprising news even to those in Paul’s day, as the Jews were the foremost enemies of the gospel (Romans 11:28).  That is why Paul calls it a mystery, or an amazing work (Romans 11:25).

· Is there a clergy and laity class in the true church?

12.  Jesus did not split up his church into class distinctions.  Matthew 23:8-10 says:

“But do not be called Rabbi; for One is your Teacher, and you are all brothers.  And do not call anyone on earth your father; for One is your Father, He who is in heaven.  And do not be called leaders; for One is your Leader, that is, Christ.”

Jesus thereby showed that there is no division among those who make up the true church.  However, he did arrange for men to take the lead in the Christian congregation, to serve the spiritual needs of their brothers and organise the work of preaching the gospel.  Jesus said that such ones were not to “lord it over” their brothers, but were to be servants to them (Matt. 20:25-28).  Is that true of many religious organisations today?  Do they emphasise a distinction between those teaching and those being taught?  Are the ones who teach viewed as the only ones who can interpret the Bible and teach it to others?  Is there a small group of men that view themselves as specially appointed by God to give spiritual instructions to the rest?  This is dangerous indeed; for this is how religious cults are formed.  Usually this is followed by efforts to stifle one’s having a personal relationship with Christ.  

This can be done by their usurping Christ as mediator; causing the flock to turn to them for direction rather than Christ.  It can also be done by hindering or preventing communion with our Lord Jesus Christ.  If a cult or group of men can cut the flock off from a supernatural relationship with Christ, and substitute it with an organisational arrangement of some sort, they can thereby control the flock in a very effective way.  They can then set themselves up as God’s prophet for today, and interpret the Bible as they see fit.  Along with that comes a denunciation of all who would oppose their scheme, and penalties for those who dissent.  Such cults become a government in themselves.

· Must Christians agree on all matters?

13.  Many religious organisations would have you think so.  They do not put faith in the teaching ability of the Holy Spirit (I John 2:27), and therefore, take it upon themselves to lay down dogmatic interpretations of every little verse in the Word, so that all will march in step, and there will be no controversy.  But this has never resulted in good.  A prime example is the Catholic church, with its Pope and councils.  In addition, there will always be efforts to suppress true Bible study, since the organisations  do  not  want  their  interpretations  of  scripture  to  be challenged.

· Why did the apostle Paul say, “That you all [should] agree, and there [should] be no divisions among you, but you [should] be made complete in the same mind and in the same judgement?” (I Cor. 1:10)

Paul is exhorting the Corinthians to put aside their differences of opinion that are causing division, and to concentrate on the basic message that marked them as true Christians.  They would do harm to the gospel by emphasising their petty differences of opinion.  Some of the congregation preferred Apollos’ view of things.  Others favoured Paul’s or Cephas’ view.

They were not to make a big thing over this. Notice:  Paul did not single out one of them as right and proceed to “disfellowship” the rest as false teachers.  He did not censure Apollos or Cephas for causing division; the matter was not that serious.  There is nothing to indicate that the problem abated after Paul’s counsel, either.  It is an exhortation that is not always easy to apply.

· Why does Paul say there is “one body… one faith, one baptism”? (Ephesians 4:4-5).

14.  This is an important tenet of Christianity.  In this particular setting, the problem was not primarily a doctrinal one, but rather a moral problem (compare verses 17-32).  Some were still walking as though they were still a part of this world (verses 17-19).  They were not functioning as a part of the body of Christ; they were not walking by the Spirit, and were not being obedient to their Lord.  Accordingly, verse 3 encourages them to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.  Where there were minor difficulties or differences, the Corinthians were to display the fruitage of the Spirit in their relationships.  They were to concentrate on the important things, and to lovingly function as a part of the body of Christ.

15.  The history of the early church, both from the New Testament and first and second century writings, indicate a multitude of problems in seeking to maintain the unity of the church.  They did not have a “governing body” to establish church rules and to enforce such rules.  The apostles in Jerusalem served as a bulwark to prevent sects and divisions from forming, but they did not and could not exercise absolute authority over the church.  The apostle Paul certainly did not recognise them as having absolute authority (Galatians chapter 2).

16.  This is a lesson for us today.  If Satan had his way, there would be even greater division in the body of Christ than we see today.  However, we are told not to form sects and separate ourselves (Titus 3:10).  We are to trust in the unifying Spirit and endeavour to maintain the bond of peace. The paradox is, that due to human nature, there will always be sects and divisions in the church.   Notice the words of Paul in I Corinthians 11:18-19:

“For, in the first place, when you come together as a church, I hear that divisions exist among you; and in part, I believe it.  For there must also be factions among you, in order that those who are approved may have become evident among you.”

Paul is not referring to major doctrinal differences, as can be ascertained from the context of the whole discussion in I Corinthians chapter 11, on the subject of the Lord’s Communion.  Rather, the effect of divisions and separations would be to show up who were the friends of order, peace and truth.   Division will show up who are the restless, ambitious and dissatisfied spirits, who are not disposed toward the making of peace in the unity of the Spirit.  (Compare Romans 16:17.)

· How does God view divisions in the church today?

17.  Certainly the multitude of denominations in the church today cannot be blamed on God.  As indicated previously, the dividing of the church into factions helps to manifest the heart motives of many.  But when it comes to God’s personal judgement of us, he is no respecter of groups or organisations; he judges us by the heart, and not by outward appearance. 

We are to worship in Spirit and truth (John 4:21-24).  It is our obligation to search for truth.  But this search must be tempered with the Spirit of God; so that we make for peace among fellow Christians.  This balance is the key to successful Christianity.

· How do we define the “true church” today?

18.  The true church would be those born again into a supernatural relationship with Christ (John 3:3) and sealed with the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 1:13), wherever they might be found.  They recognise the voice of their master (John 10:27-28).  They are not all in one location or grouping; Matthew 25:32 indicates they would have to be separated out from among the “goats” in the day of judgement.  Compare Jesus’ illustration of the wheat growing alongside the weeds in Matthew 13:24-30.

· How are we to function in the body of Christ?

19.  As Christians, each of us are given an ability or function that we can use to build up the rest of the body.  Ephesians 4:7-8, 11-13 says:

“But to each one of us grace was given according to the measure of Christ’s gift.  Therefore it says, ‘When He ascended on high, He led captive a host of captives, and He gave gifts to men.’... And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ; until we all attain to the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a mature man, to the measure of the stature which belongs to the fullness of Christ.”

Some men in the body are to function as pastors, shepherds and teachers. They are to be appointed according to certain qualifications (I Tim. 3:1-7; Titus 1:6-9).  Who would appoint them?  The existing elders of the church. If it were a new church, pastors would be appointed by an overseer (Greek: episkopos) who might already be ministering to the body in that vicinity. 

20.  There are two basic designations given to pastors in the Bible.  The Greek “episkopos” is translated as “overseer”; meaning to look, or watch over. The Greek “presbuteros” is translated as “elders,” indicating their maturity of experience. Both designations can be used to refer to the same person: a pastor is both an overseer of the flock and a spiritually mature man.

Pastors are appointed by the Holy Spirit (Acts 20:28).  Elders in the church would lay hands on them as a sign of their appointment to office (I Tim. 4:14; 5:22).  They were not necessarily appointed by the apostles and elders in Jerusalem (Acts 14:23).

Deacons (Greek: diakonos) were also appointed in the church to do the work of an attendant or servant in a special way.  They, too, had to live exemplary lives (I Tim.  3:8-13).

· What did Jesus mean when he said, “Who then is the faithful and sensible slave whom his master put in charge of his household to give them their food at the proper time?” (Matthew 24:45)

21.  Let us examine the context surrounding this question.  In verses 43 and 44 we see that the setting is the return of Christ, which was to come unexpectedly.  What we really want to know is who is the master, and who are the faithful and the evil slaves?

The master is Jesus, which becomes clear when you compare verse 50 with verses 37-42.  For the identity of the slaves, all we need to do is to read chapter 25 of Matthew, which is a parallel illustration.  Matthew 25:14 says:

“For it is just like a man about to go on a journey, who called his own slaves, and entrusted his possessions to them.” 

Here he indicates the master/slave relationship.  There are three slaves in the illustration; two who are faithful, and one wicked.  With what had the two been faithful, and the one unfaithful?  Verses 31-46 provide the answer.  The faithful slaves had been true shepherds of the flock of God, and had humbly ministered to “Christ’s brothers,” their fellow sheep.

Jesus viewed this service as if done to himself.  But the wicked slave, with his distorted view of God’s ways, simply did nothing to minister to the sheep of God’s flock.  He was like the hired shepherd, who runs when the wolf comes (John 10:12).

22.  It is good to compare the illustrations we have just considered from Matthew chapters 24 and 25 with I Peter 5:1-4:

“Therefore, I exhort the elders among you, as your fellow elder and witness of the sufferings of Christ, and a partaker also of the glory that is to be revealed, shepherd the flock of God among you, exercising oversight not under compulsion, but voluntarily, according to the will of God; and not for sordid gain, but with eagerness; nor yet as lording it over those allotted to your charge, but proving to be examples to the flock.  And when the chief shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading crown of glory.”

23.  For  those  of  us  who  do  not  function  as  teachers  and  pastors,  we nevertheless have the ability to minister to the body of Christ in our own special way, as given to us by the Holy Spirit.  I Corinthians 12:7-11 says:

“But to each one is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good.  For to one is given the word of wisdom through the Spirit, and to another the word of knowledge according to the same Spirit; .to another faith by the same Spirit, and to another gifts of healing by the one Spirit, and to another the effecting of miracles, and to another prophecy, and to another the distinguishing of spirits, to another various kinds of tongues, and to another the interpretation of tongues.  But one and the same Spirit works all these things, distributing to each one individually just as he wills.”

Not all Christians have the same abilities.  Some minister to others by healings and miracles.   Others are the  “ears” of the body and have discernment of spirits.  They protect the body from harmful expressions and false prophecies.   Others function as a “mouth” and are teachers and evangelisers.  Some are the hands, and contribute helpful services, and so on.  But all have the same importance, and are necessary for a healthy body.  The body of Christ needs all of us. As we discern our God-given abilities in life, let us use them for the good of the church. We are not separated into those that serve and those who are served.  There are no “class distinctions” in God’s eyes.  Ephesians 4:4-5 tells us there is only one body, and only one hope for Christians. That hope is to be with the Master someday soon.

24. When Christians function as a body in their individual fellowships, there will automatically be spiritual growth and stability in the Word of God. The fruitage of love will be manifest most of all. How fitting are the words of Paul in Ephesians 4:14-16:

“As a result, we are no longer to be children, tossed here and there by waves, and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming; but speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in all aspects into Him, who is the head, even Christ, from whom the whole body, being fitted and held together by that which every joint supplies, according to the proper working of each individual part, causes the growth of the body for the building up of itself in love.”

1. How is the word “church” or “congregation” properly used in the Bible?

2. How did God’s arrangement with his chosen people change in time?

3. Members of this new congregation were to be witnesses of whom? Why did some not make the transition?

4. What quality is necessary to become a Christian?  What is it about Christ the can draw people to him

5. How does God’s foreknowledge of the church present a problem to us? How should Ephesians 1:4-14  warm our hearts towards God?

6. How can we define the true church?

7. How many will share with Christ in heaven, and what will they do there? Who will live on the earth?

8. What can we say or the 144,000 mentioned in the book of Revelation?

9. Who is the cornerstone, and who constitute the foundation and the “bricks” of the true church? What does New Jerusalem picture?

10. What is “spiritual Israel?”

11. How does Romans chapter 11 show that the Jewish nation has not been abandoned by God? Why is this called a mystery? (Rom. 11:25)

 12. Are there to be class distinctions in Christianity? To what extreme have some gone to in making distinctions?

13. How do some organisations lack faith in God? How are we to understand Paul’s exhortation at 1 Corinthians 1:10?

14. What kind of unity was Paul encouraging in Ephesians 4:4,5?

15. Did the early church “march in step” to a set number of procedures? Did Paul recognise the apostles in Jerusalem as having absolute authority?

16. Why is unity such a problem in the church? What is a “sectarian spirit?”

17. Does God judge people by means of their organisational affiliation? What obligation do we have, according to John 4:21-242

18. Is the true church to be found within one organisation?

19. What are the “gifts in men” spoken of in Ephesians chapter 4? How were responsible men appointed to office in the early church?

20. How is a pastor both an elder and an overseer? How were they installed in office? What were deacons?

21. What did Jesus mean when he referred to faithful and evil slaves? Who are they?

22. How does Peter describe a faithful servant in 1 Peter 5:1-4?

23.
 Are teachers and pastors the only servants in the body of Christ? How do we all have a part?

24. What will be the result if we seek to function as “one body” in our own fellowship?

“The Truth That Gives You Eternal Life”

Chapter 10

HOW TO IDENTIFY TRUE AND FALSE CHRISTIANS

The Basis for Christianity 

1.  A Christian is a person who has come to the full realisation that he has seriously sinned against God.  He realises that in his past he has turned his back on Jesus Christ, and has ignored the message of his having died for our sins; he has ignored the proddings of the Holy Spirit of God.  For a person to come to such a realisation, God must himself do the initial work in his heart.  The Bible indicates that the work of the Holy Spirit is to convict people; to show them the gravity of their sin.  How does the Bible make this clear for us?

2.  Let’s consider the second chapter of Acts.  The setting is in Jerusalem at the time of Pentecost of 33 AD.  The Holy Spirit had been poured out on the 120 disciples in an upper room, and the whole city was talking about it. We find Peter preaching and showing the crowds from scripture how the Holy Spirit was to be poured out in fulfilment of prophecy.  Then Peter gave the message that pierced their hearts:

“Men of Israel, listen to these words: Jesus the Nazarene, a man attested to you by God with miracles and wonders and signs which God performed through Him in your midst, just as you yourselves know—this Man, delivered up by the predetermined plan and foreknowledge of God, you nailed to a cross by the hands of godless men and put Him to death.  And God raised Him again, putting an end to the agony of death, since it was impossible for Him to be held in its power.”

Peter plainly showed how God had sent his only Son to them, and they had shared responsibility in his having been put to death.  Peter made them face the seriousness of their sin.   He then went on to prove the resurrection of Christ and again emphasised their guilt in Acts 2:36:

“Therefore let all the house of Israel know for certain that God has made Him both Lord and Christ—this Jesus whom you crucified.” 

What affect did this message on them?  Acts 2:37 says: 

“Now when they heard this, they were pierced to the heart, and said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, ‘Brethren, what shall we do?’”

3.  Peter’s instructions to them sets a pattern for us all:

“And Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and let each of you be baptised in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.  For the promise is for you and your children, and for all who are far off, as many as the Lord our God shall call to Himself” (Acts 2:38-39).

The conversion of several thousand to Christ on this occasion sets the pattern for Christianity.   Once we see what part we have played in rejecting God in our past, we must then repent.  That means we must ask God for forgiveness for our having turned our back on him.  It involves a coming to Christ in a personal way (John 5:40).  We should then be baptised in water, thereby showing all persons that we have given our life to Christ.  God graciously sends us the Holy Spirit to live within us and, hopefully, to fill us with his power.  Acts 2:39 (quoted above) tells us that the Christian hope is for all people, as many as will accept it.  What should naturally follow in our lives?  Good wholesome fellowship, the sharing of material blessings, assembling together for Bible teaching, and the working of miracles as well as continual praise and worship.  

4.  Notice how this was manifest to those assembled at Pentecost:

“And they were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. And everyone kept feeling a sense of awe; and many wonders and signs were taking place through the apostles.   And all those who had believed were together, and had all things in common; and they began selling their property and possessions, and were sharing them with all, as anyone might have need.  And day-by-day continuing with one mind in the temple, and breaking bread from house to house, they were taking their meals together with gladness and sincerity of heart, praising God, and having favour with all the people.  And the Lord was adding to their number day-by-day those who were being saved” (Acts 2:42-47).

What Is the Good News that Christians Preach?

5.  The apostle Paul identifies this good news in his first letter to the Corinthians:

“Now I make known to you, brethren, the gospel which I preached to you, which also you received, in which also you stand, by which also you are saved, if you hold fast the word which I preached to you, unless you believed in vain.

“For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day according to the scriptures” (I Cor. 15:1-3).

Admittedly, this is a very basic message.  Many groups today who try to use the Bible consider this as “too simple” of a message to preach, or they fear that they will find little or no response if they preach such a message.  They feel that they must use other messages that are sensational enough to draw the crowds in.  But in doing this, they are rejecting the power of the Holy Spirit to convict and draw people to Him, and instead opt for their own human powers of persuasion.  Notice how Paul makes this clear in I Cor. 2:2-5:

“For I determined to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and Him crucified.  And I was with you in weakness and fear and much trembling.  And my message and my preaching were not in persuasive words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and in power, that your faith should not rest in the wisdom of men, but on the power of God.”

6.  In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul corrects those who had strayed from this basic message:

“For Christ did not send me to baptise, but to preach the gospel, not in cleverness of speech, that the cross of Christ should not be made void.  For the word of the cross is to those who are perishing foolishness, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God....

“For since in the wisdom of God the world in its wisdom did not come to know God, God was well-pleased through the foolishness of the message preached to save those who believe....

“Because the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men” (I Cor.  1:17-18, 21, 25).

Paul determined to preach the “cross of Christ.” This expression embodies the following concept: Jesus, the Son of God and the Creator of man, loved mankind enough to humble himself and divest himself of his outward magnificence, and become a man like us.  Not only that, but he endured shame and torture and finally death, so that we might have life.

Furthermore, he was resurrected and is now King of Kings and Lord of Lords 1 (Rev. 17:14).

7.  When this message is presented in conjunction with the Holy Spirit, it becomes the most powerful message in the earth.  When a man is brought face-to-face with Christ, he can never be the same.  The message of Christ is either a message of life or of death to us.  Paul illustrates it this way:

“For we are a fragrance of Christ to God among those who are being saved and among those who are perishing; to the one an aroma from death-to-death, to the other an aroma from life-to-life” (II Cor. 2:15-16).

8.  True Christians will be ridiculed for preaching the cross of Christ.  Why? Because intellectual types will often find the message too simple, as it can be easily grasped by a child.  The proud, self-righteous ones will find the message irritating and offensive; for the message says that God is providing as a free gift what they feel they must work for (I  Cor. 1:22-23).   The message of the cross also involves true repentance; something that the self-righteousness see no need for in their lives (John 8:33).  Others who hear the message simply do not want to change their way of life they want to live in darkness, and they do not like people who come along and “turn the lights on,” exposing their works of darkness (John 3:19-20). 

9.  We can also see from Paul’s words in I Cor. chapter 1 that Christians should not let themselves be divided or side-tracked over small theological issues.  If we preach a message other than the basic gospel, we may end up preaching it in our own strength.   There are countless religions and churches that claim to be Christian and have drawn great numbers of people into their ranks by their persuasive logic and reasoning, even cleverly using God’s Word to try and prove their point.  But they are operating solely on their own power, and have not really come to know God (Matthew 7:22-23).  If they had, they would be preaching his message.  The Holy Spirit’s work on the earth is to convict people of their sins and to lead them to repentance and salvation (John 16:7-10); not to tickle their ears or to predict events or dates, etc.  If we want God on our side, we had better preach his message in his way.  He has not authorised us to preach “another gospel” (Gal. 1:6-9).

10.  This does not mean that we are to put aside the intelligence that God has given us, and just preach a simple message.  We need to be fully acquainted with the Word of God, and be able to use it accurately.  We are to serve God with our whole mind and we can preach with our whole mind.  But we must discern and allow for the Holy Spirit to work in such cases, for his work is much more powerful than ours, even though the effects are not always seen outwardly.  The Word of God is a sword; and when coupled with the Holy Spirit, it pierces even to the depths of a person’s heart.  Unfortunately, some try to pick up this sword and “swing it” on their own strength, and end up “cutting people down” because they do not know how to use it properly.  (Compare Hebrews 4:12.) 

Christian Freedom

11.  Christians operate in an atmosphere of freedom.   Since their Lord and Master is Jesus Christ, who understands them perfectly, they are not afraid to confide in him in all areas of their lives.  They are confident that Jesus will listen to their inmost pleas and answer their prayers.  I John 5:13-15 says: 

“These things I have written to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, in order that you may know that you have eternal life.  And this is the confidence which we have before Him, that if we ask anything according to His will, He hears us.  And if we know that He hears us in whatever we ask, we know that we have the requests which we have asked from him.”

12.  When a Christian has this kind of confidence in Christ, his human relationships are secondary, and he does not allow himself to get caught up in a system or church where men put themselves in the place of Christ. 

When a person begins to fear the church and its authority figures rather than God, there is a serious problem in that person’s relationship with God.  In Paul’s letter to the Galatians, he rebukes those who try to enforce rules that are not clearly found In the Word of God.  He spoke of “the false brethren who had sneaked in to spy out or liberty which we have in Christ Jesus, in order to bring us into bondage” (Gal. 2:4).

13.  Because Christians are walking by the Spirit of God and not by a law “system” or “church code,” they must be careful to keep walking in the Spirit.  We have a battle against the flesh, which can overcome us if we do not abide in the Spirit (compare Romans chapter 7).  Because we are under the grace of God, who freely forgives us our sins if we are sincerely repentant, it is easy for some to try and take advantage of God’s mercy.

Some even fall into a habit of sin, reasoning to themselves that God will continue to forgive them.  This was obviously a problem with the early Christians, as the apostle Paul counters this tendency in the entire sixth chapter of Romans.  A few of Paul’s statements are:

“What shall we say then?  Are we to continue in sin that grace might increase?  May it never be!  How shall we who died to sin still live in it?

“Even so, consider yourselves to be dead to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus.  Therefore, do not let sin reign in your mortal body that you should obey its lusts, and do not go on presenting the members of your body to sin as members of unrighteousness; but present yourselves to God as those alive from the dead, and your members as instruments of righteousness to God.  For sin shall not be master over you, for you are not under law, but under grace.  What then?  Shall we sin because we are not under law but under grace?  May it never be!” (Romans 6:1-2, 11-15).

14.  We should realise that some are always going to take advantage of the grace of God, and use it as an excuse for sin.  This is a big reason why many look at the churches and immediately notice those who are living in sin, despite their being called “Christians.” But often we fail to notice the men who are living a Spirit-filled life in Christ.  As humans, we have a tendency to look at the negative rather than the positive influences around us.  Other religions use this as a foremost objection to the Christian church. Since their religions and cults do not believe in salvation as a free gift, but rather put their faith in a “works” system, they are like the Pharisees in Jesus’ day, and boast about the “righteousness” that they put on.  Jesus said this to such ones:

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs which on the outside appear beautiful, but inside they are full of dead men’s bones and all uncleanness.  Even so you too outwardly appear righteous to men, but inwardly you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness” (Matthew 23:27-28). 

15. Under God’s plan of salvation by faith, he uses entirely different principles in changing and moulding men into his image.  It takes time, but God is thorough in his work.  But when men try to change themselves under a works system, they will clean up the outside appearance, but are not able to effect an inward change of any lasting quality.  This was the case with the Pharisees.  The end result is always hypocrisy and a self-righteous attitude.

The Mark of True Christians

16.  The most obvious test of a true Christian is whether or not he really has a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. Because if he does not know the Son of God, neither does he really have a true relationship with the Father (John 14:9). A Christian is “promised in marriage” to Christ to be a part of his “bride,” and therefore must have all of the “proper wedding garments” (Matt.  22:12-13).  Such garments include being “born of the Spirit” as a spiritual son of God (John 3:3), accepting the forgiveness and promises of Christ as a free gift (Romans 3:24), partaking of the “flesh and blood” of Christ (John 6:53-55), and knowing Jesus as their Lord (John 20:28). Those who stand before Christ on the judgement day without these proper garments will be told, “I never knew you. Get away from me, you workers of lawlessness” (Matt. 7:23).

What are the fruits which should be evident in the lives of Christians?

17.  The Bible tells us that “God is love.” In Jesus’ day, the typical religious Jew showed little or no love to anyone outside of his religion. In Jesus’ illustration of the “good Samaritan” (Luke 10:30-37), the self-righteous

Jews showed no concern for the Gentiles, whom they considered as lost in their sins. But in contrast, Jesus said:

“But I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you in order that you may be sons of your Father who is in heaven; for He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.  For if you love those who love you, what reward have you? Do not even the tax gatherers do the same? Therefore you are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt. 5:44-48).

18.  If we are part of a religious group that tends to be exclusive in their associations and having little concern for the physical welfare of outsiders, we are little different than the Pharisees in Jesus’ day. Many religious organisations today are very regimented and have a tight form of unity among themselves, such as Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Moonies, Orthodox Jews, etc. This is due to a strict enforcement of some kind of rule system, as well as common interests and the exclusive nature of their doctrines.

However, such “affection” towards members of one’s own group is not the type of love that Jesus spoke about. The love that true Christians would show would extend out warmly to all of mankind, unconditionally.

19.  Another sign of true Christianity is respect for God’s Word. They accept the entire Word of God, and not just parts of it that may suit their Interpretations. II Timothy 3:16 says:

“All scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness; that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work.”

It logically follows that Christians are not to view any other books or works of men as inspired of God or even necessary for a correct understanding of God’s purposes.  This world is full of religious groups that claim to have additional information necessary to a proper understanding of tee Bible. Such ones will claim that we cannot hope to understand the Word of God without their teachings.  This is contrary to what I John 2:27 and 5:20 tell us:

“And as for you, the anointing which you received from Him abides in you, and you have no need for anyone to teach you; but as His anointing teaches you about all things, and is true and is not a lie, and just as it has taught you, you abide in Him.”

“And we know that the Son of God has come, and has given us understanding, in order that we might know Him who is true, and we are in Him who is true, in His Son Jesus Christ.  This is the true God and eternal life.”

20.  True Christians appreciate God’s Word because to them it is a personal letter to them from their heavenly Father.  It is all they need, and they take it at face value, not attempting to wring out of it some new or obscure teaching.  They seek wisdom and understanding through prayer and reading the Word, thereby expecting the Lord to reveal things through the Holy Spirit.  They are not snared by reading all manner of books that try to explain the Bible, while never actually spending time in the Word themselves.  Such a course would show a lack of faith in God’s ability to teach us and a lack response for God’s Word.

21.  Another mark of true Christianity is respect for the name that is above every other name in heaven and earth (Phil. 2:9) and that name is Jesus. Philippians 2:10 tells us that:

“at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of those who are in heaven, and on earth,  and under the earth, and that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the father.”

Acts 4:12 says, “There is not another name under heaven that has been given among men, by which we must be saved.”

There are not many persons today who are willing to call Jesus their Lord. Perhaps they will call him a fine man, an obedient son, or a “god-like one,” but it is quite another thing to call him their Lord; for that implies giving him honour in their lives.  The apostle Paul said in I Cor. 12:3 that “No one can say, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ except by the Holy Spirit.” A natural, carnal-minded man could not and would not call Jesus his Lord. 

22.  True Christians would also be preaching the “good news of the kingdom.” What is this good news? Simply, that we have a sharing with Christ in his kingdom! Paul refers to this good news, or gospel, in Colossians 1:5-6: 

“We give thanks to God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, praying always for you, since we heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and the love which you have for all the saints; because of the hope laid up for you in heaven, of which you previously heard in the word of truth, the gospel, which has come to you, just as in all the world also it is constantly bearing fruit and increasing, even as it has been doing in you since the day you heard of it and understood the grace of God in truth.”

The message of the gospel is explained in I Cor. 15:3-4; and in Ephesians 1-13 we find the gospel emphasising salvation through Christ: 

“And because of what Christ did, all you others too, who heard the good news about how to be saved, and trusted Christ, were marked as belonging to Christ by the Holy Spirit, who long ago had been promised to all of us Christians” (Living Bible).

Also embodied in the good news is the promise of sharing in Christ’s glory and of reigning with him:

“But we should always give thanks to God for you, brethren beloved by the Lord, because God has chosen you from the beginning for salvation through sanctification by the Spirit and faith in the truth. And it was for this He called you through our gospel, that you may gain the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ” (II Thes. 2:13-14).

23.  The apostle Paul warned of those who would declare something other than these things as “good news” (Gal. 1:6-9). Many religions today portray the good news as a future rulership of the earth by their own religious system. This view is promoted by the Mormon church, the Worldwide Church of God, Jehovah’s Witnesses and the followers of Sun Myung Moon to name but a few.  Such is not the gospel of the kingdom.  It is rather a clear deception to cover over the promises of God given to us in Christ Jesus. 

The Bible tells us that through belief in Jesus Christ we are forgiven of our sins, we are washed clean in his sight, and that one day we will share in his glory. Since all humans are unworthy of this in themselves, it is easy for the human mind to fall for something less as a substitute. But such substitute promises are only an illusion, for those who are not properly prepared for the “wedding of the Lamb” will be cast into outer darkness (Matthew 22:13). There will be no religious paradise for them.

Because they have believed “another gospel,” they come under its full curse as mentioned in Galatians 1:8-9.  James 1:27 tells us that we must be unstained by the world; “This is pure and undefiled religion in he sight of our God and Father, to visit orphans and widows in their distress, and to keep oneself unstained by the world.”

24.  Does this mean that we are to seclude ourselves away from the world that we live in, and form our own special community or organisation? Some have gone to this extreme.  But really, how could we be as a “light to the world” if we shield ourselves away from the people of this world? Are we not to carry the message of Jesus Christ to them?  Romans 13:1 tells us that God has provided for governments which exercise authority over humans, for their own well-being and protection.  And although man has perverted and tried to destroy the good in human governments, we nevertheless must subject ourselves to them, or we may put ourselves under God’s anger (Romans 13:2).  Of course, if a government demands of us to do something contrary to God’s ways, we “must obey God as ruler rather than men” (Acts 5:29).

Therefore, as Christians we are to pay taxes, obey traffic laws, respect the property of others, etc.  There are certain civil and national responsibilities that we should prayerfully consider.  We should pray for the rulers of the nation that we live in (I Tim. 2:1-4).  We should especially pray for peace and the enforcement of law and order in this world, and for the salvation of others.  If the peace and security of many people are threatened by godless aggressors, the conscience of many Christians, as well as a sense of community responsibility will motivate them to stand up for what is right.

Neutrality

25.  Although some Christians believe in total neutrality, they should not be quick to condemn those whose conscience moves them to take part in defensive action.  But we might ask, “Did not Jesus say,  ‘All those who take up the sword will perish by the sword?’” (Matt. 26:52).  Did Jesus mean that Christians are not to defend themselves?  Not necessarily, for he later said to his disciples, “But now, let him who has a purse, take it along, likewise also a bag, and let him who has no sword sell his robe and buy one” (Luke 22:36).  Apparently, since his disciples would thereafter be preaching in faraway places and meet wild beasts and robbers on the road, they needed to carry money and a sword.  The money could buy them food and the sword could protect them. 

Once you establish that a Christian can defend himself in time of personal danger, it is only consistent to say that he can also defend his family. But what if,  say, his whole neighbourhood was threatened by a gang of violent youths bent on destruction?  So we see it can be difficult to draw a line between personal, civil, and national defence. Ultimately, we must realise that Satan is the god of this world (II Cor.  4:4) and that sometimes we are forced to choose between the lesser of two evils.  Either choice may be undesirable to us, but as long as this wicked world continues, we must make the best choices with a clean conscience before God.

26.  Is it right for a Christian of one nation to go to war, realising that he might just kill a fellow Christian in the opposing ranks?  This is indeed a sobering thought.  Many factors must be considered in making our decision. Rather than promoting a certain view, attention will be drawn to a similar situation facing God’s people in the Bible.

In Judges 19:22, the men of the tribe of Benjamin sought to engage in mass sodomy with some visitors. This became a serious moral issue to the other 11 tribes, and out of community responsibility and a sense of justice, they declared war on their own brothers of the tribe of Benjamin. Although they did not seek God’s direction at the first, he did not condemn their motives as bloodthirsty; even though it would clearly be brother fighting against brother. But later, when they sought God’s help in this war, he even gave them advice (Judges 20:18; 23). God allowed much blood to be shed on both sides, and did not miraculously end the war to prevent bloodshed. In fact, about 40,000 Israelites were slain along with the 50,000 Benjaminites! And yet, God did not view this as improper or disgusting.   It was a war involving great community responsibility.  In such cases, many factors must be weighed by the Christian—it is his decision.

27.  The Lord Jesus sent his disciples out to all different kinds of people to preach the good news.  They were to be ambassadors for Christ (II Cor. 5:20) and so are we. II Tim. 2: 4 says that we are not to become entangled “in the affairs of everyday life.” We are to remain unspotted from the filth and lures of this world, realising that the kingdom to come is not of this world; and all of the things we now see and experience are soon to pass away. We are not to love the things of this world. I John 2:15-1? says:

“Do not love the world, nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the boastful pride of life, is not from the Father, but is from the world. And the world is passing away, and also its lusts; but the one who does the will of God abides forever.”

The Mark of False Christians

28.  Jesus once gave an illustration showing how Satan would raise up counterfeit Christians so as to mislead people.  Matthew 13:24-26 tells us:

“He presented another parable to them, saying, ‘The Kingdom of heaven may be compared to a man who sowed good seed in his field. But while men were sleeping, his enemy came and sowed tares also among the wheat, and went away. But when the wheat sprang up and bore grain, then the tares became evident also.”’

The rest of the illustration shows how the counterfeit Christians would be allowed to flourish alongside the true sons of the kingdom.  In verses 37-39 Jesus explains:

“And He answered and said, ‘The one who sowed the good seed is the Son of Man, and the field is the world; and as for the good seed, these are the sons of the kingdom; and the tares are the sons of the evil one; and the enemy who sowed them is the devil, and the harvest is the end of the age; and the reapers are angels.”’

29.  Who are these counterfeit Christians?  One clue is evident from this illustration: They are not sons of the kingdom.  They have not been born again; they have not entered into a covenant relationship with Jesus Christ; he is not their true Lord.  They are like the man who came to the wedding feast, who had refused to put on the wedding garments.  As a result, he was thrown into outer darkness, where he was to experience pain and punishment (Matt. 22:1-14).  In Jesus’ illustration of the wheat and the weeds, the false Christians were “cast into the furnace of fire; in that  place  there  shall  be  weeping  and  gnashing  of  teeth”  (Matt. 13:41-42).

30.  Satan has succeeded in raising up many kinds of false Christians.  But one thing they all share in common: None have on the “wedding garments” of the king, Christ Jesus.  This was illustrated by the Lord in Matthew 22:2-14:

“The Kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king, who gave a wedding feast for his son.  And he sent out his slaves to call those that had been invited to the wedding feast, and they were unwilling to come. Again he sent out other slaves saying,  ‘Tell those who have been invited, “Behold, I have prepared my dinner; my oxen and my fattened livestock are all butchered and everything is ready; come to the wedding feast.”’

“But they paid no attention and went their way, one to his own farm, another to his business, and the rest seized his slaves and mistreated them and killed them. But the king was enraged and sent his armies, and destroyed those murderers, and set their city on fire.  Then he said to his slaves, ‘The wedding is ready, but those who were invited were not worthy.  Go therefore to the main highways, and as many as you find there, invite to the wedding feast.’

“And those slaves went out into the streets, and gathered together all they found, both evil and good; and the wedding hall was filled with dinner guests. But when the king came in to look over the wedding guests, he saw there a man not dressed in wedding clothes, and he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you come in here without wedding clothes?’

And he was speechless.

“Then the king said to the servants, ‘Bind him hand and foot, and cast him into the outer darkness; in that place there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth.’ For many are called, but few are chosen.”

31.  As verse 3 indicates, the Jews as a nation had been invited to be a part of the “bride of Christ.” But as a whole, they were unwilling to come. In verses 6 and 7 we see their hatred for that king and the retribution that God brought upon them in 70 AD. verses 9 and 10 reveal the extension of this invitation to the Gentiles; to all who would accept it.  Verses 11 and 12 show that when the wedding guests were examined, one guest had not clothed himself with the proper apparel provided by the Master.

What would the wedding garment symbolise in this parable?

32.  It stands for the full acceptance of what Christ did for us on Calvary; it is faith in God’s work of salvation for all those who believe.  Notice how this is expressed in Romans 4:5-8 (Phillips):

“But if a man, irrespective of his work, has faith in him who justifies the sinful, then that man’s faith is counted as righteousness.  This is the happy state of the man whom God accounts righteous, apart from his achievements, as David expresses it: 

‘Blessed are they whose iniquities are forgiven and whose sins are covered.  Blessed is the man to whom the Lord will not reckon sin.’”

A man who has come to Christ and accepted the free gift of salvation is “covered” by the blood of the Lamb.  In God’s sight, their sins will not be visible on judgement day, for they are said to be covered with white linen robes (see Rev. 7:13-14; also I Cor. 6:11).  Therefore, the one without such a wedding garment would picture those who believe they are Christians, but have “missed the boat,” as it were, on how to receive the righteousness of God.  Let us consider three kinds of false Christians. 

33.  The first kind we shall consider is referred to in Jude 4:

“For certain persons have crept in unnoticed, those who were long beforehand marked out for this condemnation, ungodly persons who turn the grace of our God into licentiousness and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ.”

These are men and women who intermingled with Christians, but who take advantage of the message of God’s forgiveness in order to mislead others into sin.  They may even cause some to stumble into sexual sins and idolatry (Rev. 2:14, 20).  Or they may be taking advantage of others; seeking power and position.  Often they are faultfinders, carnal-minded, and seek to cause division in the body (Jude 16, 19).  They are likened to leaven that can ferment the whole lump (Gal. 5:9).  These are the ones who give the Christian church a bad name. They make it appear to outsiders as if all Christians are hypocrites. 

34.  The second kind we shall consider are like those in the first century known as “Judaisers.” Paul warned against these in Galatians 1:6-9:

“I am amazed that you are so quickly deserting Him who called you by the grace of Christ, for a different gospel; which is really not another; only there are some who are disturbing you, and want to distort the gospel of Christ.  But even though we, or an angel from heaven, should preach to you a gospel contrary to that which we have preached to you, let him be accursed. As we have said before, so I say again now, if any man is preaching to you a gospel contrary to that which you received, let him be accursed.”

These Judaisers were those who had been raised under the Mosaic Law, and who knew the advantages of disciplining a person by a law system. It is so much easier to control the outward appearance of things by law. Although they may have claimed to believe in the forgiveness of Christ, they were nevertheless speechless insisting that the Christians include the law system in their form of worship. They were believing that salvation could only come through a combination of faith and works. They had to “add to” what Christ had done for them.

Such ones were apparently quite successful in their efforts to bring many back to bondage to the Law; for Paul more than once countered this teaching.  He demonstrated that those who fall into this trap bring the curse of God upon themselves (Gal. 3:10).  Such men are followers of religious systems, but are not followers of Jesus Christ.

35.  The third kind of false Christian is one who has fallen prey to the teachings of men and have become part of a religion that is not Christian at all, despite its claims to be such. For the most part, these are classified as cults. Their teachings are centred around a man or group of men who have led their followers to believe they are the only true church.   It is absolutely vital that Christians recognise the earmarks of such religious systems.  In brief, five basic traits of such groups shall be considered:

1. Devaluation of Christ:  They will say that (a) Christ is not Deity; or that (b) we cannot worship him; or that (c) we cannot have a personal relationship with him. Many teach that (d) his sacrifice was not complete in saving us, or that (e) other Christs are needed. Or, (f) all of the above!

2. Denial of Justification by Faith:  They will say that faith in Christ is not enough to save us; we must contribute something to our salvation (works).

3. Extra-Biblical Authority:  They say something else is needed besides the Bible; usually other books or modern-day prophets, or a special “priesthood,” etc.  Although usually denying infallibility, they will insist you must believe all that they say at any particular time as the “truth.”

4. Exclusive Organisation:  They say that they are the true Christian church, and that only those from their group will be saved. All others are supposedly apostates or false Christians.

5. Central Role in End-Times Eschatology:  They believe that God has a special role for their group, as revealed in Revelation or some other prophetic book.  They fit themselves into the Bible at every opportunity.

The Bible clearly forewarns us of false Christians and false prophets in these times. How very important are the words of Paul in Ephesians 6:11-13:

“Put on the full armour of God, that you may be able to stand firm against the schemes of the devil.  For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places. Therefore, take up the full armour of God, that you may be able to resist in the evil day, and having done everything, to stand firm.”

On the brighter side of things, it brings us great joy and inner happiness to know Jesus. He is the Way, the Truth and the Life (John 14:6). In John 8:31-32, 36 he says:

“If you abide in My word, then you are truly disciples of Mine; and you shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.” “If therefore the Son shall make you free, you shall be free indeed.”

Freedom is a precious gift; and only God can give us true freedom. He did so in giving the life of his Son, Jesus. 

Jesus is the only way; he is THE TRUTH THAT GIVES YOU ETERNAL  LIFE!
1. What is a Christian? What is the work of the Holy Spirit?

2. What kind of a message did Peter preach? How did the Holy Spirit convict his audience?

3. What pattern does Peter set down here? As we respond to the Holy Spirit working in our hearts, whom does God send to us? What should follow in our lives?

4. How did those at Pentecost respond to the Holy Spirit?

5. What is the good news that is of primary importance in our lives? Why do some balk at this message? Whom are they really rejecting?

6. How did Paul convert those who strayed from this basic message?  What message does the “cross of Christ” embrace?

7. How powerful is this message?

8. Why is this gospel not always welcome?

9. Why do we need to preach God’s message in his way?

10. How are we to use the Word of God?

11. Why can we confide in Jesus?

12. How can we lose our liberty in Christ?

13. What must we be careful of when we are walking by faith and not by sight? What should not rule in our bodies?

14. Why are some in the church a bad example? Why do other religions have no basis for boasting in their works?

15. Why must God mould and change us, rather than men?

16. What is the “acid test” of a true Christian? What will happen to those who have failed to put on the “wedding garments?”

17. What is the primary fruit of Christianity?

18. How are many religious organisations like the Pharisees? What is their unity and brotherly love based on?

19. Why must a Christian elevate the Word of God above all the words of men? Why should we avoid those that try and “corner the market” on understanding the Bible?

20. What makes the Bible so personal to a Christian?

21. What is the name above all names, and the only name that gives us salvation? Why is it difficult for some to call Jesus their Lord?

22. What is the good news of the kingdom? What personal promise to us is included in this good news?

23. Of whom did Paul warn us? Why are we not to settle for “another gospel?”

24. How do some become ascetics in applying James 1:27? How can we view Romans 13:1,2?

25. Why is Christian neutrality not a. black-and-white issue?

26. What serious question might we be faced with some day? Does Judges chapters 19 & 20 shed light on this?                                                 

27. How do we act as ambassadors for Christ? What is passing away, yet what will remain forever?

28. What did Jesus teach concerning false Christians, and the harvest?

29. How have these “counterfeit Christians” missed the boat? What will be their outcome?

30. Why are “many called, but few chosen?”

31. How was this calling manifest in the nation of Israel?

32. What is our “wedding garment?” How does if protect us? Who is pictured by the man without a garment?

33. What is the one kind of false Christian that is obvious to many?

34. Who were the Judaisers? Who are their counterparts today?

35. The third kind of false Christians are followers of whom? What are the five basic traits of such organisations?

36. How does Paul warn us of Satan’s schemes in Eph. 6:11-13?

37. What can bring us great joy and happiness? Who is the truth that gives us eternal life?
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