Praise for The Vanishing of the Gospel
Bill Bennett is one of the most unique men I've ever met. It was
often said of Elisha "there goes a man of God." I say that of this
contemporary prophet. A prolific writer, this his latest may be one
of his most important. If these brilliantly expressed truths were
preached in the churches, there would be rebirths in hearts, renewal
in the churches, and rejection by some, but no indifference on the
part of anyone. The challenge is clear, "choose you this day Whom
you will serve." …an exclusive message in an inclusive world, but
one desperately needed.
- Dr. Jim Henry
Pastor Emeritus, First Baptist Church, Orlando, FL
Former SBC President
As a Pastor I need not only to preach the Gospel to others but
always preach the Gospel to myself. Dr Bennett writes with a
Pastor's heart as he challenges us to never leave the Gospel. Read
and pass on to other Pastors.
- Dr. Johnny Hunt
Pastor Emeritus, First Baptist Church, Woodstock, GA
Former SBC President
Bill Bennett is truly one of the outstanding preachers of the
Southern Baptist Convention. He is a man of wisdom and integrity,
dedication and service. Because of Bill’s wide range of ministry he
has seen and experienced the modern church from many angles. I
assure you that his thesis, “The Vanishing of the Gospel” will
provoke thought and conversation. As pastors and preachers we
are called to be change agents. The Gospel is the tip on our Sword.
How can we pierce hearts for Christ, if we have no point of truth?
Thankfully, we have dedicated servants like Bill Bennett who writes
about his concern, but also offers practical recommendations to
implement change. I know we will all be blessed by his teaching!
- Dr. Ed Young
Senior Pastor, Second Baptist Church, Houston, Texas
Former SBC President

This book will not be popular among those whose perspective of
the church is essentially that of a society of encouragement with a
pastor who is little more than a motivational expert. Some pastors
of large churches in the United States will find this book abhorrent.
But if you are not looking for the applause of men but rather prefer
to hear from the Lord, “Well done, thou good and faithful servant,”
this book is one you need to read. It is not brimful of the pessimism
of the critic but a book seeking the rediscovery of the New
Testament pattern of the church. Don’t miss this excellent volume.
Dr. Paige Patterson
Former President, Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary
If you have no interest in testing the Biblical authenticity of your
beliefs or your teaching, then please do not read this book. In a day
of superficial orthodoxy, this work by these two men unmask the
different belief systems that have given us compromising
preachers and unregenerate church members. [This book] shows
us that the one and only standard by which all theology and
practices must be tested with is not celebrity preachers or current
authors, but by the Word of God… I would hope every person reads
this book; and every pastor preaches, and every teacher teaches
God’s Word while using this book.
- Dr. Michael Cloer
Pastor Emeritus, Englewood Baptist Church, Rocky Mount, NC
Bill Bennett and Josh Franklin have captured a prevailing trend
among many modern-day churches: the drifting away of sound,
biblical doctrine in exchange for a palatable gospel that is easy to
swallow and lite on surrender. While many pastors would not enjoy
such an honest perspective, failure to return to gospel-centered
doctrines will certainly lead to the suicide of the church. This book
is a must read for both pastors and church members alike.
- Phil Ortego
Senior Pastor, Scotts Hill Baptist Church, Wilmington, NC
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Preface to the Expanded Edition:
I was pastoring in North Carolina, finishing my doctorate from
Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary, when my mentor for
many years, Dr. Bill Bennett, shared with me that he had an
important message for the American church. He asked me to help
him write the book, which you are now reading.
The development of each chapter in this book took shape as he
would write an article on the topic and discuss with me further
ideas he would like emphasized, along with my own research. I
looked back over the decades of sermons and articles that Dr.
Bennett wrote and preached, adding content to each chapter. This
was a blessing to me.
Since that time, Dr. Bennett has been promoted to heaven, and I
have been tasked with republishing this book so that it can
continue in circulation. What you have in this expanded edition is
the original content that he and I worked to complete many years
ago, including many quotes, stories and illustrations that were in
our original manuscript but were removed for space considerations.
I have used this opportunity to include them in this edition. Stories
in the first person are from Dr. Bennett, while if I have a personal
story, my name is referenced [For example, “I (Josh)…”]. This allows
the book to read better, as most of the stories are his.
It is my privilege to continue to share these important messages
with church leaders and laypersons, so that we may no longer
experience the vanishing of the gospel, but rather strengthen the
body of Christ. Thank you for reading this book.
For the glory of God,
Dr. Josh Franklin
7

8

Introduction:
This title may leave the impression that I am “anti-church,”
having arrived spiritually and having earned the right to assault the
church vehemently. If so, nothing could be further from the truth. I
have been a life-long churchman, having spent my adult life in
serving the Lord and His people for over fifty years in local
churches ranging from eighty-five to eight thousand members.
During those years I poured my life into these churches and God’s
people, and I often saw phenomenal growth in each of them.
While pastoring, I was honored to serve as State Chairman of
Evangelism for the North Carolina Baptist State Convention, which
consists of over four thousand churches. In this capacity I
developed relationships with scores of pastors through
counseling, mentoring, teaching, and preaching in many places. In
addition, I taught evangelism and related courses adjunctively in
four of our Southern Baptist Seminaries: New Orleans, Southwestern, Southeastern, and Southern.
After pastoring from 1950 to 1986, the Holy Spirit called me
into the “Ministry of Encouragement” to struggling pastors and
their wives (1986–1988). In those years I ministered in 156 places
for the express purpose of encouraging pastors and their wives,
most of whom I found to be struggling to survive.
In 1994 I was invited to teach adjunctively at South-eastern
Baptist Theological Seminary, Wake Forest, where I taught
courses related to the “Life and Work of the Pastor” and
“Preaching Great Themes of the Bible” (1994–2007). During those
years I was honored, humbled, and surprised at being invited to
serve as the “Distinguished Visiting Professor of Preaching”
(2000–2005) and also to serve as Campus Chaplain.
Finally, the Lord called me into the ministry of pouring my life
into pastors and laymen, which I incorporated in 2000 under the
title of “Mentoring Men for the Master, International.” The Holy
Spirit told me that this challenge would be the greatest ministry of
my life, which was hard to believe, but which I have found to be
true. This ministry majors on making disciples who make
9

disciples, and we are now seeing hundreds of men whom we have
mentored become disciples and are now making disciples in local
churches. This ministry is Bible-saturated, local-church-centered,
and pastor-friendly.
Therefore, having loved the local churches and my fellow
pastors with all my heart, I regret to say that I have observed the
“vanishing of the gospel” in many churches for at least the last
twenty-five years. By vanishing, I mean the gradual dilution and
nullifying of the gospel until there is little or no gospel in many
local churches today.
Please do not take this to mean that I am saying the teaching
of the gospel has vanished completely from all churches, for it has
not. There are still churches teaching the gospel and experiencing
some growth. But the general trend has been the gradual
omission or dilution of the gospel until there is little or no gospel
in a growing number of local churches. By this I do not mean that
most churches have flatly denied the gospel or ceased to preach
from the Bible. However, many say they are preaching the gospel
while they are nullifying it by actions that are contrary to the
gospel they say they are proclaiming. Perhaps the chief example
of this is in their practices of easy believism as all that is required
to be saved and to be baptized as a full-fledged member of local
churches.
In order for the church to be the body of Christ in our world
today and to be effective in all that God intended it to be in the
future, it must answer two questions:
1. What is the gospel?
2. Is the church proclaiming and practicing the true gospel?
What is the gospel according to God’s Word? The apostle Paul
gives a “shorthand” definition of the gospel in 1 Corinthians 15:1–
3, asserting that the gospel is “the death, burial, and resurrection
of Jesus Christ.” These words set forth the core of the gospel
generally, but its generalities must be spelled out in definite
actions that one must take if he would be saved.
10

When we look for these specific actions in many local
churches, we find the crucial components of the gospel gradually
vanishing away. This book reveals that many churches are
teaching or tolerating practices that gradually nullify, dilute, or
deny the true gospel.
Also, after exposing these practices I thought that it would be
helpful to give “Empathetic Suggestions” at the end of each
chapter. I chose the word empathetic to show that these
recommendations are made with compassion for pastors and
identification with their awesome responsibilities. I stood where
they now stand and desire to encourage them as much as
possible.
This book affirms the true gospel according to the Scriptures,
prayerfully hoping that pastors and churches reading this book
may not feel condemned but alerted to avoid practices contrary to
the gospel that they profess to believe.
Thus, it is with a broken heart that I have written this book and
with humble reluctance have chosen the ominous title The
Vanishing of the Gospel and the Demise of the Church.
Dr. Bill Bennett
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1
EASY BELIEVISM:
HOW THE GOSPEL LOST ITS POWER
The gospel is not a product for sale and the masses are
not customers. It will always be difficult to sell a call to
Christian discipleship that requires execution.
- Ned Mathews1
Today many local churches are adrift in the shifting
currents of pragmatism. They assume that the immediate
response of non-Christians is the key indicator of success.
At the same time, Christianity is being rapidly disowned in
the culture at large, as evangelism is characterized as
intolerant and portions of biblical doctrine are classified as
hate speech. In such antagonistic times, the felt needs of
non-Christians can hardly be considered reliable gauges,
and conforming to the culture will mean a loss of the gospel
itself. As long as quick numerical growth remains the
primary indicator of church health, the truth will be
compromised. Instead, churches must once again begin
measuring success not in terms of numbers but in terms of
fidelity to the Scriptures.
- Mark Dever 2
If the professed convert distinctly and deliberately
declares that he knows the Lord’s will, but does not mean to
attend to it, you are not to pamper his presumptions, but it is
your duty to assure him that he is not saved.
- Charles Spurgeon 3
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Imagine an army recruiter is attempting to encourage you
to join the military. You ask him difficult questions, such as, “What
are the requirements? What is the sacrifice? How long will I be
away from my family?” The recruiter responds with the benefits of
serving—your financial benefits, the ability to travel, etc. You
continue asking about the requirements, but he simply dodges the
questions and continues with the benefits. Finally, the recruiter
says, “You can simply sign your name here, but you don’t have to
commit your life until later on.” You sign the card without fully
knowing the sacrifice to which you are committing your life.
Do you think it is honest for the recruiter to speak only of
the benefits without mentioning the sacrifice that is also involved
in joining the army? Although joining the army may consist of
“signing the card,” is that all that is involved?
Today, we have churches with pews filled with halfcommitted “followers,” who are really no followers at all. You
speak of sacrifice, and they think you are talking to the “super
saints.” You speak of holiness, and they say, “Maybe later.” You
speak of separation from the world, as our Lord commanded, and
they say, “You’re being legalistic. I’m saved by grace,” while they
continue choosing to live in their sins. They believe they are saved,
because someone got them to sign a card or pray a prayer without
counting the real cost of following Christ.
We excite them with, “Come to Christ, and He’ll give you
life, joy, and peace,” but we don’t tell them that it will cost them
everything to be one of His followers. We say, “Give your life to
Christ and live like you want,” expecting the Holy Spirit to do His
regenerating work in their hearts. Such shallow evangelism has
the unintended consequence of creating people who profess
Christ with their lips but deny Him with their lifestyles. They have
never experienced a true conversion; therefore, no real change of
life has occurred. Can a grace that does not change the life really
save the soul? Can a professing Christian who lives just like the
world around him, with no repentance, really claim to be born
again?
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In every generation, the church of Jesus Christ must face
the questions, “What is required for a person to be saved? What
does one have to know? What does one have to do in order to be
assured that he has received eternal life and is destined for
heaven when he dies?” The church can be wrong about many
issues, but if it is wrong about this matter, its demise is guaranteed.
There is a widespread teaching in evangelical circles today
that promotes these ideas:
•

All that is required for a person to be saved is that he
believes the facts of the gospel and verbalizes those facts
to God in prayer. It is not necessary for him to repent,
turning from his sins and toward God.

•

No commitment of any kind is required for salvation since
a person is saved by simple faith.

•

To require repentance—a change in one’s life and actions—
would be the same as teaching salvation by works.

A special term is now applied to this kind of teach-ing,
which is “easy believism.” Simply stated, easy believism means to
believe in your head that Jesus died on the cross for our sins, was
buried and raised the third day, and that praying this belief to the
Lord is all that is required to be saved—no repentance or change of
life required.
The Scottish preacher, Robert Sandeman, embraced the
heresy of easy believism in the nineteenth century, insisting that
saving faith is merely intellectually believing the facts about
Christ’s atoning death. He taught that to require repentance and a
change of lifestyle would be a corruption of the gospel. 4
In our day, this old heresy raised its head again when
professors Zane Hodges and Charles Ryrie of Dallas Theological
Seminary strongly advocated the doctrine of easy believism,
insisting that the central issue of salvation is not repentance and a
15

change from one’s former lifestyle, but rather it is a mere belief
that Jesus is the Messiah (the Christ) and one’s Savior.
Hodges and Ryrie further insist that the conditions of
salvation are set forth in Romans 10:9–10, stating that to be
saved, one must “confess with his mouth the Lord Jesus Christ
and believe in his heart that God has raised him from the dead.”
These conditions do not require one to commit to the lordship of
Christ but only to profess his intellectual faith in the deity of
Jesus. According to Hodges and Ryrie, the confession of “Lord” in
Romans 10:9 is an acknowledgment that Jesus is God or deity,
not the acceptance of His lordship over one’s life.

Why is Easy Believism So Prevalent Today?
Satan desires the damnation of millions of souls. If he
cannot accomplish this by getting one to deny the Gospel outright,
he does so by seducing man into diluting the Gospel until it has no
saving power. He convinces churches and church leaders into
believing this heresy through their own pride and their own lust
over numbers.
The idols of the American Church, and her leaders, are the
three “B’s”: buildings, baptisms and budgets – all of which can
continue to be worshiped through the damnable heresy of “easy
believism”. The truth is that preaching the whole counsel of God
will not just attract some, it will repel most. Michael L. Brown has
pointedly stated, “When we tell people that they are sinners, that
there is a consequence to their actions, that one day they will be
judged for their deeds, that without doubt a guilty verdict will
come, people get enraged! But when all we say is ‘Only believe!’ –
no repentance, no commitment, no change of life required – why
should there be any offense? … We simply are not preaching the
whole counsel of God.” 5
Though the Church should advance in her mission to reach
the lost for Christ, too often the requirements of the Gospel are
reduced in order to increase the numbers of outward professions
or baptisms. David Platt acknowledges,
16

With good intentions and sincere desires to reach as
many people as possible for Jesus, we have subtly and
deceptively minimized the magnitude of what it means to
follow him. We’ve replaced challenging words from Christ
with trite phrases in the church. We’ve taken the lifeblood
out of Christianity and put Kool-Aid in its place so that it
tastes better to the crowds, and the consequences are
catastrophic. Multitudes of men and women at this
moment think that they are saved from their sins when
they are not. Scores of people around the world culturally
think that they are Christians when biblically they are not. 6
I knew an evangelist of great prominence who at one time
preached repentance and a changed life as evidence of true
salvation. As time rolled along, it became more difficult to “get
people down the aisles.” This evangelist shifted to teaching easy
believism, proclaiming that one did not need to repent of sins to
be saved. He said that repentance was only a change of mind
about Christ, not about sin, and that repentance would come later.
I also knew a pastor of note who categorically said that the
greatest error of evangelical preachers was to preach that men
must repent of their sins in order to be saved.
When I first met the late Charles Colson at the Presidential
Prayer Breakfast in 1974, I was so moved by his testimony that I
rushed to invite him to speak in our church, First Baptist Church,
Fort Smith, Arkansas. He accepted and shared how his “hubris”
kept him from Christ, but after the Watergate scandal, he was
deeply convicted of His pride, repented, and was born again.
Colson’s pride kept him from Christ, and it also ex-plains
why easy believism is so prevalent in the American church: “The
Gospel must be the bad news of the conviction of sin before it can
be the good news of redemption. Because that message is
unpalatable for many middle-class congregations preoccupied
with protecting their affluent lifestyles, many pastors endowed
with a normal sense of self-preservation tiptoe warily round the
subject.” 7
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However, before one can truly acknowledge God as Savior,
one has to face the reality of sin; more specifically, his own sin.
Without the conviction of sin, there can be no forgiveness of sin by
Jesus. Without fully grasping our sin nature, there really is no
gospel message. As John Gresham Machen, the great defender of
the gospel against modernism in a previous generation, has aptly
stated,
But the acceptance of the supernatural depends upon
a conviction of the reality of sin. Without the conviction of
sin there can be no appreciation of the uniqueness of
Jesus; it is only when we contrast our sinfulness with His
holiness that we appreciate the gulf which separates Him
from the rest of the children of men. And without the
conviction of sin there can be no understanding of the
occasion for the supernatural act of God; without the
conviction of sin, the good news of redemption seems to
be an idle tale. 8

What are the Dangers of Easy Believism?
Danger #1 – An Unregenerate Church Membership
There is growing evidence that this tragedy exists in many
of our local churches. Dr. George Truett, former pastor of First
Baptist Church, Dallas, Texas for 47 years, used to say that 25% of
church members are lost. His successor, Dr. W. A. Criswell,
believed that 75% of church members are lost.
Danger #2 – Turmoil in Local Churches
People who profess to be Christians but do not possess
the Holy Spirit or a new life in Christ cannot be expected to
conduct themselves properly when they come together in a local
church. Such persons have their own selfish agendas and will
promote them through their churches on the false grounds that
the church is a democracy, even though it is clearly presented as a
“theocracy” (under God) or “Christocracy” (under Christ) in the
New Testament.
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Danger #3 – Spiritual Deadness
The result is a “Christianity” that has a form of godliness
but denies the power thereof (2 Timothy 3:5). In such churches,
evangelism and missions are either non-existent or so anemic that
not even the children of its members are being saved. A large
proportion of evangelical churches frequently don’t baptize one
person during the course of an entire year. How could an entire
church, filled with a regenerate membership, keep from winning
one person to Jesus in 365 days?
Danger #4 – Creeping Universalism
Philosophical pluralism is the mentality of Western culture.
It insists that knowledge of objective truth is impossible. Because
truth is impossible, it is immoral to say one religion is superior to
another. Thus, no religion has the right to pronounce another
religion wrong. According to this view, the sole heresy has
become the view that there is such a thing as heresy. In such a
world, evangelism is written off as grotesque.
Thus, the climate is ripe for universalism to become a
major danger to us. I do not mean to say that evangelicals will
begin teaching universalism as a belief. However, I do believe that
they stand in danger of practicing it, even while denying it
doctrinally. Already the doctrine of hell is jettisoned in most of our
churches and actually denied in some others.
What has opened the door for such doctrinal aberration?
Two things: the error of pluralism and the teaching of easy
believism. It is but a short step from requiring nothing for
salvation to believing that a loving God will permit no one to be
eternally lost in hell.
Danger #5 - Deception about the Nature of True Salvation
Deception is the supreme tragedy of easy believism, for it
is leading multitudes to hell. In Matthew 7:21–23, Jesus said, “Not
everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter the kingdom of
heaven, but he who does the will of My Father in heaven. Many will
say to Me in that day, ‘Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in Your
name, cast out demons in Your name, and done many wonders in
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Your name?’ And then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you;
depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness!’ ”
Jesus speaks of multitudes that possess knowledge of the
gospel and confess that knowledge with their mouths, believing
they are saved—only to discover at judgment that they are lost
forever. These people are not hypocrites; rather, they are sincerely
deceived. They made an orthodox profession of faith, calling
Jesus “Lord.” They do many wonderful works in His name,
including miracles. They are so confident of their salvation that
they contend with Jesus in the judgment (Matthew 7:21–24). Such
persons have been deceived by easy believism. Although utterly
sincere, they will be eternally lost.
Norman Lewis, missionary to Argentina, told the story of
Edgarton Young, a missionary to the Indians in the Hudson Bay
Region of Canada. His was a strange experience. The weather
was bitter cold, the thermometer stood at 57 degrees below zero.
Young had gone with his physician brother to visit some sick
Indians. On the return trip at sunset, the two dog teams became
separated. His team lagged behind. Suddenly, as he looked at the
scene: the sled, the equipment, and the dogs turned to gold. He
stopped to enjoy this vision.
A pleasant voice seemed to say, “Why not sit down on the
gold sled and enjoy the scene?” so he did. The voice again said,
“Why not lie down and rest?” He obeyed. Beautiful music broke
upon his ears. He had never felt so happy in his life. Just then, he
heard another voice saying, “Edgarton Ryerson Young, you are
freezing to death!” He startled up at the sound of the voice and
commanded his dogs, “Home!” He felt the tug of the dogs as they
started, then lapsed into unconsciousness. The next thing he
knew was sometime later when friendly Indians were helping him.
Young believes it was the voice of God that said to him, “You are
freezing to death.” The voice that aroused him saved his life.9
In similar fashion, the church is killing itself as the gospel
vanishes from the pulpits of America. We are hearing two voices.
One voice is telling us we are all right, and the other is trying to
arouse us out of our slumber. If the church does not listen to the
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commanding voice of God through the power of the Spirit, it will
slip into unconsciousness. The difference between these two
voices could not be more obvious:
Many say, “Just confess Jesus as Lord and you’re in!”
God’s Word says, “Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord,
Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the
will of My Father in heaven” (Matthew 7:21).
Many say, “You don’t have to give anything up – just
accept Jesus!”
God’s Word says, “If anyone would come after Me, he must
deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow Me” (Luke
9:23).
Many say, “It’s easy, just come down to the altar. It will only
take a minute!”
God’s Word says, “Make every effort to enter through the
narrow door, because many I tell you, will try to enter and will not
be able to” (Luke 13:24).
Many say, “If you ever prayed a prayer to accept Christ, you
should never question your salvation!”
God’s Word says, “Test yourselves to see if you are in the
faith; examine yourselves! Or do you not recognize this about
yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you — unless indeed you fail the
test?" (2 Corinthians 13:5 NASB).
Many say, “Once saved, always saved!”
God’s Word says, “They went out from us, but they were
not of us; for if they had been of us, they would have continued
with us; but they went out that they might be made manifest, that
none of them were of us.” (1 John 2:19)
Listen to the kinds of people Jesus said could NOT be a
disciple of His:
•

“If anyone comes to Me and does not hate his father
and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and
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sisters – yes, even his own life – he CANNOT be My
disciple.”
•

“Anyone who does not carry his cross and follow Me
CANNOT be My disciple.”

•

“Any of you who does not give up everything he has
CANNOT be My disciple.” (Luke 14:26, 27, 33).10

When repentance and new life are stripped from the gospel
we preach today, it is not a gospel strong enough to save the lost
and will ultimately leave multitudes doomed. The church must get
its message straight, even though that message may estrange the
church from the casual attendee. And even though it will certainly
not be popular, we must remember that we have been called to be
faithful, not popular.

Empathetic Suggestion
The best way to keep persons from falling for easy
believism is to never use the word “believe” without ex-plaining its
biblical meaning. Believe means to trust and surrender in our
hearts, not just an intellectual belief in one’s head.
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2
HELL DISAPPEARED
AND NO ONE NOTICED
A fixture of Christian theology for over sixteen centuries,
hell went away in a hurry. The abandonment of the
traditional doctrine of hell came swiftly, with centuries of
Christian conviction quickly swept away in a rush of modern
thought and doctrinal transformation. Historian Martin
Marty reduced the situation down to this: “Hell Disappeared.
No One Noticed.”
- R. Albert Mohler, Jr. 11
At some point in the nineteen-sixties, hell disappeared.
No one could say for certain when this happened. First it
was there, then it wasn’t. Different people became aware of
the disappearance of hell at different times. Some realized
that they had been living for years as though hell did not
exist, without having consciously registered its
disappearance… On the whole, the disappearance of hell
was a great relief, though it brought new problems.
- David Lodge 12
Would Christ have wept over Jerusalem if there had
been no hell beneath it? Would He have died under the
wrath of God if there were no wrath to come? Oh! Triflers
with the gospel – and polite hearers, who say often, “Sir, we
would see Jesus,” but who never find Him – go to
Gethsemane, see His unspeakable agonies; go to Golgotha,
see the vial of wrath poured upon His breaking heart … Why
all this suffering in the spotless One if there is no wrath
coming on the unsheltered, unbelieving head?
- Robert Murray McCheyne
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In 1976, Alice Smith would hear a simple but powerful
message entitled “The Red Light of Hell,” at her church in Dallas.
The evangelist Percy Ray from Mississippi preached about a just
and righteous God who would ultimately judge sin. Alice testified,
“I was shaken. I felt as if I could feel the fire of hell lapping up
around my feet when the dramatic Dr. Ray described the sounds
one might hear in hell. He mimicked the tormented screams of
demons and the desperate cries of lost souls. As he spoke, the
audience was captivated by the reality of eternal punishment.
People screamed, cried out for mercy and later rushed to the altar
to repent and receive Christ.” 13
When was the last time you heard a message like this one
on the future judgment awaiting those who are separated from
Christ? Since the Enlightenment of the 18th Century, hell has been
under attack by the secularists and the intellectually elite. However, during the last fifty years, attacks on the historic doctrine of
hell have come from within the church itself. Consider these
statistics from recent surveys and polls:
•

Thirty-five percent of Baptists, 54 percent of Presbyterians,
58 percent of Methodists, and 60 percent of Episcopalians
do not believe in a literal place called hell. 14

•

Seventy-one percent of students at eight seminaries in the
United States do not believe in either heaven or hell. 15

•

Sixty-one percent of Americans believe that Osama bin
Laden went to hell, ironically showing that a lot of
Americans still believe in its reality. 16

Though the disbelief in hell from the pew is troubling, more
disconcerting is the denial from the pulpits, either by doctrine or
by practice. A Los Angeles Times article entitled “Hold the Fire and
Brimstone” ominously reported “Mention of hell from pulpits is at
an all-time low. The down-playing of damnation shows the
influence of secularism on Christian theology.” 17
Even a CBN News article entitled “Most Don’t Believe in
Hell,” quoted Paige Patterson reporting on our modern-day pulpits,
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“You can traverse the entire United States on any given Sunday
morning, and you very probably will not hear a sermon on the
judgment of God or eternal punishment. Evangelicals have voted
by the silence of their voices that they either do not believe in [the
doctrine of hell] or else no longer have the courage and conviction
to stand and say anything about it.” 18
When was the last time you heard, “‘The pit is prepared, the
fire is made ready, the furnace is now hot, ready to receive them;
the flames do now rage and glow. The glittering sword is whet,
and held over them, and the pit has opened its mouth under
them…. O sinner! Consider the fearful danger you are in.’ So
warned Puritan preacher Jonathan Edwards in his classic sermon
‘Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.’ Though Edwards simply
read the message from a sermon manuscript… his colorful
description of hell sent his audience into convulsions of weeping
and repentance. Today, such a message would send many
congregants out the door looking for a new, more “seekersensitive” church.” 19
Robert Jeffress declares, “In a misguided attempt to be
relevant and more sensitive to the needs of non-Christians, some
have modified the gospel message dramatically. Instead of saying
that ‘Jesus came to save us from hell,’ many talk about Jesus’s
ability to “save” us from loneliness, lack of purpose, or a poor selfimage. Such a seemingly innocuous shift of emphasis eliminates
the most potent reason anyone has for trusting in Christ.” 20
When many religious leaders deny the existence of hell or
the true torment that one will experience, I am reminded of when a
group of sailors went to a chaplain and asked this question:
“Chaplain, do you believe in hell?” He said, “Yes, I do. Why do you
ask?” They said, “Because if there is a hell and you don’t believe in
it, we don’t want you for a chaplain. And if there is no hell, we don’t
need any chaplain.” 21 Though many deny its existence and soften
its punishment, the Bible speaks of the coming judgment of God’s
wrath being poured out on sinners. Someone must break the
silence and sound the alarm.
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Misconceptions on the Reality of Hell
today.

There are six main misconceptions about hell in our world

Misconception #1 – Those Who Deny the Existence of Hell
C. S. Lewis was told about a gravestone inscription that
read, “Here lies an atheist—all dressed up and nowhere to go.”
Lewis quietly replied, “I bet he wishes that were so.” Liberal
churches, humanistic universities, the pagan culture, liberal
professors, and atheists have denied the existence of hell for
many years. The alarming trend to-day, however, is the growing
number of evangelicals who subscribe to this view.
Misconception #2 – Universalism and Annihilationism
These two doctrines have been advanced by the
intellectually elite who claim the support of Scripture but seek to
explain away hell.
1. Universalism—This is the belief that God loves everyone so
much that in the end He will admit all into heaven. I
witnessed to a lady once who emphatically stated, “My
God would never send anyone to hell.” I surprised her by
replying, “Right, your God would never send anyone to hell,
but there is some-thing radically wrong with your God: He
is not the God of the Bible. He does not exist.”
2. Annihilationism – This is the view that the wicked will be
ultimately exterminated and cease to exist. Such views are
held by the Jehovah Witness, Seventh-day Adventists,
Unitarians, and liberal Protestants. The late Dr. Clark
Pinnock, who was once a strong conservative scholar, and
my cherished mentor, was an annihilationist.
Misconception #3 – Those Who Believe Hell is Only a Joke
For many who are rebellious and grossly ungodly, hell is a
joke. Ted Turner once remarked, “I’m looking forward to dying and
going to hell, because I know that is where I am headed.” One guy
said, “Hell won’t be bad - I’ll be with my buddies.” Mark Twain said,
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“I’ll take heaven for the climate, but hell for the society
(company).”
Even the religious poke fun at hell. The story is told that a
Baptist, Methodist and Charismatic went to hell. All were surprised
they had ended up in such a place. The Baptist said, “It’s strange
I’m here, because I got saved and was told if once saved I would
always be saved, yet I end up here.” The Methodist said, “My
church taught me there was no hell, and yet I find myself in hell.”
After hearing his Baptist and Methodist brothers complain, the
Charismatic optimistically burst forth with these words, “I’m just
going to confess that I’m not even here!”
I myself became a part of a ridiculous story about hell told
by some of my church members who knew something of my
excessive zeal in raising money for missions. The story went like
this: “Billy Graham and Bill Bennett went to hell and when they met
each other they devised a plan to empty hell. Billy said he would
preach and get everybody saved, and Bill Bennett said he would
raise enough money to air-condition the place.” I share all of the
above to show how stupid, wicked, and ridiculous have been
man’s attempts to repudiate the doctrine of hell.
Misconception #4 – Hell is a State of Nothingness
The Anglican Church has officially adopted this viewpoint.
“It is our conviction that the reality of hell (and indeed heaven) is
the ultimate affirmation of the reality of human freedom. Hell is
not eternal torment, but it is the final and irrevocable choosing of
that which is opposed to God so completely and so absolutely that
the end is total non-being.” 22 Such a teaching is diametrically
opposed to the plain teaching of Jesus, as well as the Thirty-nine
Articles of the Anglican Church.
Misconception #5 – Those Who Believe There Will Be a Second
Chance to Repent after Death.
Some have mistakenly theorized that those who find
themselves in hell will not have to remain there. Rob Bell, former
evangelical pastor of a ten-thousand-member church in
Michigan—named in 2007 as one of the ten most important
evangelical church leaders of that day—wrote a book, Love Wins,
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in which he questioned the dogmatic assertion that people would
spend eternity in a literal place called hell.
The book was tremendously successful and rated a best
seller for twenty weeks by The New York Times. “Bell theorizes
that after spending a brief time in hell (what-ever that may be)
even unbelievers will have a change of heart, repent, and be
ushered into heaven (whatever that may be): ‘At the heart of this
perspective is the belief that, given enough time, everybody will
turn to God and find themselves in the joy and peace of God’s
presence. The love of God will melt every hard heart, even the
most “depraved sinners” will eventually give up their resistance
and turn to God.’ ” 23
Misconception #6 - Those Who Believe in Hell, but Deny It by
Their Actions
Many professing Christians, including a growing number of
pastors, deacons, and Sunday school teachers, even in
conservative churches, will espouse hell and deny it by their
lifestyles. Did you know that in 2009, eleven thousand Southern
Baptist churches, mostly conservative, did not win one soul to
Christ?
William Booth, founder of the Salvation Army once said, “If
I had my way, I would not send any of my preachers to Bible
School, but I would put each of them in hell for twenty-four hours.
It's the best training a preacher could have. When they came back
out of hell, they would be flaming soul winners.” Do we really
believe that people will be tormented for all eternity, separated
from God? If we really believed this, would it not stimulate our
evangelistic zeal?
Where, then, do we go to find the truth, the whole truth, and
nothing but the truth about hell. We dare not trust the theories of
men, but how can we rule them out? Seven hundred years ago,
Thomas A’ Kempis, gave us the answer in these memorable
words, “The voice of the divine rules out a multitude of human
opinions.” Thus, if we would have the final and ultimate truth
about hell, we must go to God’s infallible Word, the Holy Bible, and
“let the Bible speak.” When we go to the Word, written and living,
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we will find that hell is an unending state of punishment and
exclusion from the presence of the Lord.

What Did Jesus Teach About Hell?
Since by common consent Jesus Christ, the Son of God, is
the central Authority for Christians, His teachings on hell should
be held as primary. Jesus consistently warned about the reality of
hell. Of the 1,850 verses in the New Testament that record Jesus’
words, 13 percent of them deal with the subject of eternal
judgment and hell. There are forty parables of Jesus recorded in
the four Gospels, and over half of them deal with the issues of hell
and God’s eternal judgment. Jesus spoke more about hell than
any other person in the Bible. In fact, Jesus spoke more frequently
about hell than He did about heaven.
Unless you are going to pick and choose which of Jesus’
words to believe or disbelieve, you must draw some conclusion
about Jesus’ teaching about hell. A pastor who had a small
country church was approached by a farmer who didn’t like his
sermons on hell. The farmer said, “Preach about the meek and
lowly Jesus.” The pastor answered, “That’s where I got my
information about hell.” It is intellectually dishonest to say, “I
believe Jesus was a great moral teacher, or perhaps even the Son
of God, but refuse to believe what He said about hell.”
The most commonly used word in the New Testament for
hell is gehenna and is always translated “hell.” Christ used the
word eleven times (Matt. 5:22, 29, 30; 10:28; 18:9; 23:15, 33; Mark
9:43, 45, 47; Luke 12:5). The only other mention is in James 3:6 in
reference to the tongue.
Gehenna is a transliteration of two Hebrew words “Ge
Hennom” or “Valley of Hinnom.” Geographically, it is a deep valley
on the south and west sides of Jerusalem. Historically, after the
introduction of the worship of the fire gods by Ahaz, the idolatrous
Jews sacrificed their children to Molech, which was a great metal
idol that was hollow on the inside. The priests stoked a fire inside
the idol until it was white hot. Then people placed their babies in
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the searing arms of the idol where they would die immediately.
Josiah formally desecrated this, “That no man might make his son
or his daughter pass through the fire to Molech” (2 Kings 23:10).
Gehenna became the common refuse place of the city, into
which the bodies of criminals, carcasses of animals, and all sorts
of filth were cast. From its depth and narrowness and its fire and
ascending smoke, it became the symbol of the place of the future
punishment of the wicked. What an illustration of hell. Notice the
following:
•

Christ warned His listeners to be afraid of gehenna
(Matthew 5:22).

•

Christ claimed that only God has the power to cast
humans into gehenna (Luke 12:5).

•

Christ testified that both the soul and the body could enter
gehenna (Matthew 10:28).

•

Gehenna is a place marked by fire (Matthew 5:22).

•

In His contrast between the sheep (the saved) and the
goats (the unsaved), Christ said that the unsaved
eventually would go into “everlasting fire, prepared for the
devil and his angels” (Matthew 25:41).

In Luke 16:19–31, Jesus tells of a certain rich man who,
after death, went to Hades and “being in torments in Hades, he
lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham afar off, and Lazarus in his
bosom. Then he cried and said, ‘Father Abraham, have mercy on
me, and send Lazarus that he may dip the tip of his finger in water
and cool my tongue; for I am tormented in this flame’ ” (verses
23–24). Jesus clearly said the rich man was suffering the
torments of hell from which there was no escape with no friends
to give him comfort, being in solitary isolation.
Some believe the descriptions of hell in the Bible should
not be taken literally but only metaphorically as a symbol of God’s
judgment. Robert Jeffress writes, “In an attempt to ‘turn down the
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temperature’ of hell, some have speculated that the fire Jesus
describes in these passages should not be taken literally but
instead be understood as a symbol of God’s purifying judgment.
While it is true that Jesus frequently employed metaphors to
communicate spiritual truth, one cannot find any relief from the
horrors of hell if He is doing so from this passage. If Jesus is
using fire metaphorically, then He is saying that the reality of hell
is so painful that it defies description. The only way to
approximate the suffering of hell is to imagine the burning of one’s
flesh for eternity.” 24 Explaining hell using a metaphor of burning
for eternity means the reality of hell is just as horrific.
Jesus as the eternal Son of God could give such warnings
because He knew more about this place called hell than any other
person who ever lived. Evangelicals have a choice. Will we
continue to deny the existence of hell, either by doctrine or by
practice, because of the ever-shifting sands of today’s culture,
listening to those who would say what we would like to be true? Or
will we listen to the One Who has seen further than any other on
the face of this earth?
Jeffress illustrates,
Imagine that you are preparing for your first trip to
England next March, and you are wondering what kind of
clothing you should take on your journey. ‘Is it hot or cold,
rainy or dry?’ you muse aloud to your best friend. ‘Oh, I
imagine the weather is just like ours that time of year moderate and dry,’ your friend replies. The only problem is
that your friend has never traveled outside the city limits.
On the other hand, you encounter a clerk in your
department store who has a strong English accent. After
introducing yourself, you discover that she grew up in
London, so you ask her for advice. ‘Oh no, it is freezing cold
and damp that time of year. You had better dress very
warmly.’ Whose opinion are you going to trust? When
formulating our beliefs about hell, doesn’t it seem wiser to
trust the words of Someone who has seen life from the
other side of the grave rather than the speculations of
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those who have never traveled outside this world? … I think
I’ll go with Jesus. 25

Four Realities about Hell from the Teachings of Jesus
Reality #1 - Hell Is Literal in Its Existence
Jesus spoke of hell as a real place where real human
beings go who reject Him (Luke 16:19). Jesus warned, “If your
right eye offends you, pluck it out; for it is better to go with one eye
in this life than to go to hell” (Matthew 5:29). He also said,
“Whosoever shall say you fool, shall be in danger of hell fire”
(Matthew 5:22). Do you think Jesus would have told us to do
whatever it takes to stay out of a place that did not exist? Would
Jesus have suffered on the cross and endured our hell had He not
believed in a literal burning and eternal hell?
Reality #2 - Hell Is Lethal in Its Punishment
Jesus (and His apostles) taught that hell’s punishment will
be severe. The Bible depicts the horrors of hell in many different
ways:
1. Hell is a place of darkness. People do not like darkness.
Scripture speaks of utter darkness in eternity for those
who are without Christ. Jesus said it is a place of outer
darkness (Matthew 25:30). Peter said it is chains of
darkness (2 Peter 2:4), as does Jude (Jude 1:6).
2. Hell is a place of no rest. Revelation 14:11 says, “The
smoke of their torment ascends up forever and ever and
there is no rest.” Can you imagine spending eternity with
no respite?
3. Hell is a bottomless pit. Revelation 20:3 says, “He cast him
into the bottomless pit” (NKJV). Other translations use the
word abyss.
4. Hell is a place of writhing worms. In Mark 9 Jesus pointed
to the Valley of Hinnom (the garbage dump for Jerusalem)
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and said that’s what hell is going to be like, “Where the
worm dies not” (vv. 44, 46, 48).
5. Hell is a place where the fire is not quenched. Jesus
repeats this several times in Mark 9:43–48.
6. Hell is a place of vivid memory. People in hell have real
bodies. Luke 16:19–28 tells of eyes, a tongue, a mouth, a
mind, and ears. The rich man could hear, taste, and see in
hell. The inhabitants of hell will remember the times that
they could have been saved, and they will also remember
those who said nothing to them about being saved.
7. Hell is a place of the weeping, wailing, and gnash-ing of
teeth. Jesus describes this in both Matthew 8:12 and Luke
13:28. There are only two reasons why someone gnashes
teeth: pain and anger, both of which will be eternally
present with the lost.
8. Hell is a place of real, literal fire. Revelation 20:14–15
describes this using the phrase “lake of fire” three times. 26
Reality #3 - Hell is Lasting in Its Duration
Jesus describes hell as a place of “eternal punishment”
(Matthew 25:46). He used the same word “eternal” (which is the
Greek word aionios) to describe heaven. One of my most
enthusiastic supporters and “lovers of my preaching” approached
me after I had preached a biblical sermon on hell, saying, “Dr.
Bennett, I have loved your preaching and just thought no one could
preach like you until you spoke this awful word about hell.” Then I
asked, “Do you believe in heaven?” “Absolutely,” he replied. Then I
explained that the same Jesus who said there would be an eternal
heaven also in the same context said there will be an eternal hell,
and He made it clear that each one would be an eternal (aionios)
destination. To this my disappointed listener had no answer but
still rejected the idea of a real tormenting hell. If heaven is eternal,
so is hell.
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Reality #4 - Hell is Lastingly and Lovingly Escapable
Jesus clearly taught that only a small percentage of
humanity will find the way to eternal life, meaning that the majority
of mankind will occupy hell. Jesus said, “Enter through the narrow
gate, for the gate is wide and the way is broad that leads to
destruction, and there are many who enter through it. For the gate
is small and the way is narrow that leads to life, and there are few
who find it” (Matthew 7:13–14). Furthermore, Jesus asserted that
hell is not just populated by mass murderers, rapists, and drug
dealers. Hell will also be occupied by sincere, religious people who
perform good works in the name of Jesus Christ, though they have
never surrendered their lives to follow Christ. Jesus warned about
the surprise that awaits many people at the final judgment
(Matthew 7:21–23).
Though these words are haunting, still the greatest truth
Jesus ever taught about hell is that it is a place that is escapable. I
read that Calvin Coolidge was presiding over the US Senate when
one Senator said to another Senator, “You go to hell.” The latter
was greatly perturbed and cried out to Coolidge to condemn the
accuser. Then Coolidge replied, “I have read the rules, Senator, and
they say you do not have to go to hell.”
This truth is succinctly declared in the best-known verse in
the Bible, John 3:16, which reads “God so loved the world that He
gave His only begotten Son so that whosoever believes in Him
should not perish but have eternal life.” The first twelve words
speak of God’s love, the last twelve words speak of man’s
redemption from hell (“shall not perish”, which is the Greek word
apoletai describing eternal punishment). The middle word is “Son.”
In the first twelve words, two key words describe God: love and
gave. Two key words in the last twelve words describe man’s
responsibility and blessing: believe and have.
The apostle Peter wrote that Jesus had delayed His
coming so that the lost will have more time to repent and not
perish in hell. Second Peter 3:9 says, “The Lord is not slack
concerning his promise, as some count slackness; but is
longsuffering toward us, not willing that any should perish, but
that all should come to repentance.”
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The power of the Gospel is that Jesus came, was the
sinless Son of God, died on the Cross for our sins, and that if we
would turn from our sins in repentance and place our faith in the
finished work of Christ, we would escape the horrors of hell.
“Many years ago, when cartoonist Johnny Hart was alive, he had a
comic panel that was misunderstood. One of his caveman
characters in BC was standing behind a rock (like a store counter)
with the slogan saying in effect, ‘Gospel available here.’ The next
panel showed another caveman asking, ‘What's the Gospel?’ And
the final frame showed the first caveman saying, ‘beats the hell out
of me.’ Understandably, some conservative religious leaders
thought Johnny was being sacrilegious … [but Johnny’s] point was
that the Gospel was the solution to the problem of hell.” 27

How This Reality Should Affect Our Lives
Would Jesus have labored day and night to win the lost
had He not believed in an eternal hell? “The Son of Man is come to
seek and save that which is lost” (Luke 19:10). Would Jesus have
wept bitterly over Jerusalem if He had not believed its citizens
were going to hell because they had rejected Him repeatedly
(Matthew 23:37–38)? Had John the Baptist not believed in eternal
damnation, would he have warned the Pharisees (conservative
theologians) and the Sadducees (liberal theologians) who refused
to repent with words like, “Brood of vipers. Who warned you to flee
from the wrath to come?” (Matthew 3:7)?
Would the apostle Paul have traveled to the ends of the
earth and perhaps suffered more than any other human being
besides Jesus had he not believed in eternal judgment followed by
hell? Reflect on Paul’s words: “For we must all appear before the
judgment seat of Christ. Knowing, therefore, the terror of the Lord
(hell), we persuade men” (2 Corinthians 5:10–11).
Would Savonarola have been burned at the stake in 1498
for preaching repentance so boldly had he not believed in a literal
hell? Would missionaries across the world offer their lives every
day to share the gospel if they did not believe in an eternal hell for
those who do not hear and believe?
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Francis Chan and Preston Sprinkle write, “The thought of
hell is paralyzing for most people, which is why we often ignore its
existence - at least in practice. After all, how can we possibly carry
on with life if we are constantly mindful of a fiery place of torment?
Yet that’s the whole point - we shouldn’t just go on with life as
usual. A sense of urgency over the reality of hell should recharge
our passion for the gospel as it did for Paul, who, ‘knowing the fear
of the Lord,’ persuaded people to believe (2 Cor. 5:11). We should
not just try to cope with hell but be compelled - as with all doctrine
- to live differently in light of it.” 28
Be honest: does the doctrine of hell affect your witness?
Can you agree with the words of Charles Spurgeon? He said, “If
sinners will be damned, at least let them leap to hell over our
bodies. And if they will perish, let them perish with our arms about
their knees, imploring them to stay.” C. T. Studd used to repeat
this little rhyme:
Some want to live within the sound of Church or Chapel bell;
I want to run a rescue shop within a yard of hell.
Pastor, have you softened in your conviction on the terrible
truth about hell? Have you failed to warn the lost about the wrath
to come? I read about three naughty boys who had removed the
stop sign at a dangerous intersection. As a result, three people
were killed. Those boys were convicted of second-degree murder.
I immediately thought about the “warning sign” of hell that has
been removed from our pulpits.
A minister once ended his sermon: "If you do not believe
gospel, and the work of Christ on the cross, you may experience
grave eschatological consequences." An older preacher came up
after the service and asked, "Did you mean to say that they may go
to hell?" He said, "Yes." "Then why didn't you say that?! If I saw
your house on fire, would want me to say, ‘I believe the operation
of combustion is proceeding yonder'? No, you'd want me to call
out, ‘Fire! Fire!'"29
J.C. Ryle once said, “The watchman who keeps silent when
he sees a fire is guilty of gross neglect. The doctor who tells us we
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are getting well when we are dying is a false friend, and the
minister who keeps back hell from his people in his sermons is
neither a faithful nor a charitable man.” Brother Pastor, have you
removed the warning sign against hell in your preaching? If so, you
are being derelict in your God-given task as a preacher of the
gospel. Think about the people to whom you preach. If you truly
love them—and care about their eternal destinations—then preach
what God, not man, says about hell.

Empathetic Suggestions
1. Brother Pastor, I never preach on hell unless I do so out
of a broken heart, and I commend to you this approach. Some
congregations think their pastors want them to go to hell the way
they preach on it.
2. In preaching the funeral of an obviously lost person, do
not consign him to hell, but let the Scriptures speak concerning his
eternal state, leaving him in the hands of God.
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THE INTOLERANCE OF JESUS:
IS JESUS THE ONLY WAY TO HEAVEN?
And Jesus said unto His disciples, “Go into all
the world, teaching all men to live any way they
want, and urging each to find his or her own path to
God. Let not anyone of you make someone feel
inferior or victimized because of their beliefs. Above
all, be tolerant. Verily, verily, I say unto you that what
you believe and how you live do not matter, so long
as you are sincere.”
Leaving that place, Jesus led His disciples to
Jerusalem where they broke bread at Club Upper
Room. There He addressed them again, saying, “I
am one of the ways, one of the truths, and just one
possible life. If you are basically a good person,
you’re okay in my book… Now go forth to live
according to whatever feels good to you.” And there
was much rejoicing.
- Ryan Dobson 30
One of the biggest mistakes humans make is to
believe that there is only one way. Actually, there are
many diverse paths to what you call God.
- Oprah Winfrey 31
Imagine for a moment that you and your spouse are on a
weekend getaway. It’s a warm summer day, and you’ve rented a
nice convertible. The wind is blowing in your hair. The radio station
is playing your favorite music. You and your spouse have laughed
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and had great conversation, but something is wrong. The signs
announce that you are about to enter the wrong state! You realize
you have been driving several hours on the wrong road! Your
spouse’s response is, “Oh, I knew we were on the wrong road
several hours ago, but we were having such a great time, I didn’t
want to upset you.”
If you know that someone you love is on the wrong road,
no matter how grand the drive, is it “loving” to be silent? In our
world, countless millions are on the road that leads to eternal
separation from God. We know that road leads to destruction, but
they seem so happy and content that we don’t want to disturb
them. But one day they will turn to us and say, “Did you know that I
was on the wrong road?” What will you say?
Evangelicalism has always been a diverse movement. It
has encompassed every entity from fundamentalists like J. Frank
Norris and Bob Jones (1930–1950) to the Jesus People (1960s–
70s). But until recently every expression of evangelicalism has had
one distinctive feature: They all believed that Jesus Christ, the Son
of God, is the only way to God and to heaven.
Forty years ago, the “One Way Sign” (the index finger held
high) became a popular icon. “One Way” bumper stickers and lapel
pins were seen everywhere. “One Way” slogans were the
identifying catchphrases of all evangelicals.
However, the evangelical movement is no longer unit-ed on
this issue. Some are convinced that people of all faiths will be in
heaven, not just those who have trusted Jesus Christ. And some
profess to be conservatives, yet are embarrassed to proclaim the
exclusivity of the gospel, the “One Way” to God and heaven, when
pluralism and tolerance are deemed cardinal virtues in western
cultures. 32
Why has this dramatic shift occurred in evangelical
thought? Several factors have undoubtedly produced it:
1. The Rejection of the Authority of the Bible. The source of
the “One Way” theology is the Holy Scriptures, and when
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the absolute authority of the Bible is denied, the doctrine of
the “One Way” falls with that viewpoint.
2. The Rise of Postmodernism. Modernism reigned for most
of the twentieth century, teaching that science is the only
pathway to truth. Now postmodernism has arisen to deny
this viewpoint, insisting that there is no such thing as
absolute, objective, universal truth. Thus, by postmodern
thought, truth is subjectively determined by each person
and therefore is nothing more than one’s opinion. So to say
that Jesus is the only way to God is regarded by many
postmoderns as absolutely unacceptable, insulting, even
idiotic, and therefore not binding on enlightened humankind.
3. The Replacement of Reality by Ridiculous Tolerance. In a
postmodern culture, tolerance is the dominant feature. The
word “tolerance” used to mean respecting people and
treating them kindly; how-ever, in postmodern thought
tolerance means we must never regard anyone else’s
opinion as wrong. To tell anyone that Jesus is the only way
to God is totally unacceptable and completely intolerant.
Interestingly, other religions are just as “intolerant” of
Christianity and just as “exclusive.” Islam is clearly
exclusivistic. Allah is the only God and one must please
Allah to enter a paradise of sensual pleasure. Buddhism
and Hinduism both teach an endless cycle of suffering
until you find the right path. According to them, if you
believe in Christ, you will continue to suffer. It is only until
you believe that truth that you escape suffering. Even the
informed agnostic believes none of these religions is true.
4. The Refusal of Many Pastors to Preach their Convictions.
I asked Dr. Al Mohler this question on the campus of The
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, where he is the
president, “How would you describe Southern Baptist
preaching today?” Without hesitation, he replied, “Many
Southern Baptist preachers and pastors have lost their
‘nerve’ to preach the whole counsel of God, including the
truth that Jesus Christ is the one an only way to God.” Dr.
41

James Kennedy used to say that “Three hundred thousand
pulpits in America are silent on the issues of abortion,
same-sex marriages, and homosexuality.” Though many
pastors may hold biblical convictions on controversial
topics, they choose to be silent for fear they will offend
some in their congregations.
5. The “Relevance Craze” Sweeping the Nation. Many
religious leaders are so desperate to be relevant and
fashionable that they are willing to sacrifice truth or dilute
it to mean nothing, failing to see that they are in fact
sacrificing the saving gospel on a false premise. They
don’t want to offend, so they deliberately disregard and
omit from their preaching parts of God’s Word. Dr. John
McArthur writes a scathing word at this point:
Preachers are terrified that the offense of the
gospel might turn someone against them; so they
deliberately omit the parts of the message the
world might not like. Evangelicalism seems to have
been hijacked by legions of carnal spin-doctors,
who are trying their best to convince the world that
the church can be just as inclusive, pluralistic, and
broad-minded as the most politically-correct
worldling. The quest for the world’s approval is
nothing less than spiritual harlotry. In fact, that is
precisely the imagery the apostle James used to
describe it. He wrote, “Adulterers and adulteresses!
Do you not know that friendship with the world is
enmity with God? Whoever therefore wants to be a
friend of the world makes himself an enemy of
God” (James 4:4). There is and always has been a
fundamental, irreconcilable incompatibility between
the church and the world. 33
6. The Results of Cultural Pressure. “One Way” is despised
by the mainstream media and liberal elites. Just as with
women’s roles and homosexuality, it is another case of the
church compromising to modern culture.
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Having rejected the “One Way” gospel, modern man has
now invented three main approaches to get around the “One Way”
approach:
1. Universalism – Another name for Universalism is pluralism,
which holds there are many, even an unlimited number, of
ways to God, and everyone will eventually be saved and
reach heaven. This heresy goes back as far as Origen in
the second century (185-254 AD). This position is popular
with liberal theologians and New Age followers. This view
is strongly espoused by John Hicks in these words: “Most
New Testament scholars today do not believe that Jesus,
the historical individual, claimed to be God incarnate. The
old exclusivist view that only Christians are saved has been
abandoned by the majority of Christian theologians and
church leaders.” 34 Hicks has greatly exaggerated the
extent of Universalism, but the fact that Universalism or
Pluralism is rife in our times cannot be denied.
2. Inclusivism – Adherents of this view claim that Jesus is
the only Savior, but that it is possible for Jesus to save
people even though they have never personally trusted Him
for salvation. This view declares that people can receive
salvation by responding to God’s revelation in nature and
conscience (general revelation), or even through other
world religions. Other religions may have an imperfect
understanding of the one true God, but the truth they teach
is adequate to save them. Roman Catholic Karl Rahner
says such persons should be recognized as “anonymous
Christians” because of their good deeds. Dr. Clark Pinnock,
once a flaming fundamentalist, has come to embrace the
“inclusivist” position. He writes, “According to Acts
4:12, …Jesus has done a unique work for the human race,
the good news of which needs to be preached to the whole
world. But this uniqueness does not entail exclusivity.” 35
3. Annihilationism – This view claims that the wicked will be
ultimately exterminated and cease to exist. J. W. Stott and
Dr. Clark Pinnock, once highly respected in evangelical
circles, espoused this viewpoint. 36
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Exclusivism: The Biblically Faithful Position
The “One-Way” position holds that salvation comes only
through a personal trust in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior.
“Exclusivism affirms the absolute uniqueness and finality of God’s
revelation in Jesus. He alone is the Savior, the definitive, and
ultimate expression of divine truth. Only in Him can people be
saved. God would not have sent His only Son to die on a cross if
He could have saved us another way. The cross of Christ is God’s
greatest testimony that Jesus is the exclusive way to the
Father.” 37
Exclusivism has been held by the historic church, both
Catholic and Protestant, for most of its history. The great
Princeton theologian, Benjamin Warfield, in The Person and Work
of Christ affirms the uniqueness of Jesus in cogent language. He
wrote, “Christ is Christianity itself; He stands not outside of it but
in its center; without His name, person and work, there is no
Christianity left. In a word, Christ does not point out the way to
salvation; He is the Way itself.” 38
Finally, the question remains, what is the foundation for
believing that Jesus Christ is the one and only way to God and to
heaven? Our basis lies in the repeated teaching of the Holy
Scripture, especially the New Testament. When we search the
New Testament, we find that all the major writers declare
categorically, and with no ambiguity, that Jesus is the one and
only way to God and to heaven:
1. Jesus Himself, the Son of God, says in John 14:6 that He
is the only way to the Father. Verse 6 literally begins with
the assertion, “I Myself am the Way.” Jesus used an
intensive pronoun to stress that He alone is the way, the
truth, the life. The article is prominently placed before the
three words: Ho Hodos (the way), Ho Aletheia (the truth),
and Ho Zoe (the life). Without the way, there is no going;
without the truth, there is no knowing; and without the life,
there is no living. Hallelujah, what a Savior! Not only did
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Jesus declare that “He is the Way … to the Father,” but He
reinforced this truth when He went on to say, “No one
comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6), and
to know Him was to know the Father (John 14:7). To know
Jesus is to know God, and to see Jesus is to see the
Father (John 14:9). Jesus also said in Matthew 7:13–14,
“Enter by the narrow gate; for wide is the gate and broad is
the way that leads to destruction, and there are many who
go in by it. Because narrow is the gate and difficult is the
way which leads to life, and there are few who find it.” In
Luke’s account, one of His followers asked, “Lord, are there
few who are saved?” Jesus replied to them, “Strive to enter
through the narrow gate, for many, I say to you, will seek to
enter and will not be able” (Luke 13:23–24). The warnings
are clearly stated.
2. The apostle Peter, chief of the apostles, aid that Jesus is
the way. Peter is defending himself before the Sanhedrin
which asked him, “By what power or by what name have
you done this?” “Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said
to them, ‘Rulers of the people and elders of Israel: If we this
day are judged for a good deed done to a helpless man, by
what means he has been made well, let it be known to you
all, and to all the people of Israel, that by the name of
Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God
raised from the dead, by Him this man stands here before
you whole. This is the ‘stone which was rejected by you
builders, which has become the chief cornerstone. Nor is
there salvation in any other, for there is no other name
under heaven given among men by which we must be
saved.’ Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and
John, and perceived that they were uneducated and
untrained men, they marveled. And they realized that they
had been with Jesus” (Acts 4:8–13).
3. The apostle Paul said that Jesus is the only way.
Instructing young Timothy, Paul states that God wants
everyone to be saved and come to knowledge of the truth
(1 Timothy 2:4). Then Paul points out that there is only one
way humankind can enter into the presence of a holy God—
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through the “one God and one mediator between God and
man, the man Christ Jesus” (1 Timothy 2:5). God’s
invitation is universal, but His salvation is specific and
exclusive. It is only through His Son, Jesus, and in no other
(1 John 5:12; Romans 10:9–15).
4. The apostle John said that Jesus is the only way. By
quoting the very words of Jesus, as stated above in John
14:6–9, the beloved apostle clearly believed and affirmed
that Jesus alone is the only way to God and heaven. First
John 5:12 teaches the same truth.
5. The historic church for almost two thousand years, both
Protestant and Catholic, has confessed that Jesus is the
only Savior, the only way to God and heaven. Examinations
of the great creeds of Christendom and the confessions of
individual denominations have affirmed Jesus Christ as
the only way to be saved. The departure from this belief
has taken place within the last one or two generations
among evangelicals.

Why Must There Only Be One Way?
To answer this question we have to look at the history of
humankind. Adam and Eve were created by God in His own image,
in true holiness and righteousness. But they deliberately
disobeyed God and immediately died spiritually, which ultimately
brought about physical death (Genesis 2:17). Thus, man’s sin
separated him from a holy God. However, God, because of “His
great love wherewith He loved us” (Ephesians 2:4), sent His one
and only begotten (monogenes, the only one of His kind) to die for
two basic reasons: the sinfulness of man and the holiness of God.
Romans 3:23 states, “All have sinned and fallen short of
the glory of God.” By Jesus substituting Himself on the cross, God
Himself demonstrated His righteousness so that He (God) would
be righteous and holy and would declare as righteous all who
believed in Jesus (Romans 3:24). The glorious result being, “We
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are freely just (declared righteous) by His grace (free gift) through
the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.”
Thus, we may confidently conclude that Jesus is the one
and only way to God because God the Father appointed Him to be
and no one else. In fact, Jesus is the only one who ever qualified
to be our Savior, since He, the God-man was the only person ever
to live without sin. As the writer of Hebrews says, “Therefore He is
also able to save to the uttermost those who come to God through
Him, since He always lives to make intercession for them. For
such a High Priest was fitting for us, who is holy, harmless,
undefiled, separate from sinners, and has become higher than the
heavens” (Hebrews 7:25–26).
John reinforces this truth by stating, “God did not send His
Son into the world to judge the world, but that the world through
Him might be saved. Anyone who believes in Him is not judged,
but anyone who does not believe is already judged, because he
has not believed in the name of the One and Only Son of God”
(John 3:17–18).
Man’s rejection of Christ is not an intellectual problem but
a moral one. In short, man does not want to humble his heart and
bring himself under the Lordship of Jesus Christ. The late Chuck
Colson aptly stated, “It’s obvious why Eastern religion is such an
attractive form of salvation for a post-Christian culture. It soothes
the ego by pronouncing the individual divine, and it gives a
gratifying sense of ‘spirituality’ without making any demands in
terms of doctrine of ethical living.” 39
The religions of this world differ in teachings and rituals,
but all of them have one thing in common: they teach salvation by
good works, human merit, or personal accomplishments. Only the
atoning death of Jesus Christ on the cross offers the good news
of salvation by grace through faith through the accomplishments
of the One and only who paid in full the price of sin as our
Mediator, Savior, Lord, and coming King. The wise will heed the
warning of Solomon, “There is a way that seems right to man, but
in the end it leads to death” (Proverbs 14:12; 16:25).
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Robert Jeffress poses this interesting point of view:
Imagine that your child develops a terrible
cough and fever. You try the usual medications, but
nothing works. Your child becomes increasingly
listless as you become increasingly worried. You
take your child to the doctor, and your physician
says, “Your child has pneumonia, and I want to
hospitalize her so that she can be watched and
treated with antibiotics.” However, you strongly
object, saying, “I don’t believe my child has
pneumonia.” Your doctor explains that there is no
question about the diagnosis and needed
treatment. But you counter, “Why do you think your
opinion is better than mine?” The doctor patiently
responds that as a professional he routinely deals
with cases just like this, and the only way to treat
the illness is with a heavy round of antibiotics. He
insists that he is right (meaning you are wrong). Is
it fair to label your doctor as “hateful” or “arrogant”
because he argues that there is only one way for
your child to get well? 40
As churches and pastors living in an inclusive world, we
must sound the alarm of only “One Way.” Ezekiel 33:3–6 reads,
“When the watchman sees the enemy coming, he sounds the
alarm to warn the people. Then if those who hear the alarm refuse
to take action, it is their own fault if they die. They heard the alarm
but ignored it, so the responsibility is theirs. If they had listened to
the warning, they could have saved their lives. But if the watchman
sees the enemy coming and doesn’t sound the alarm to warn the
people, he is responsible for their captivity. They will die in their
sins, but I will hold the watchman responsible for their deaths”
(NLT).
Listen to this incredible story of one man sounding the
alarm to save lives:
On May 26, 2002, a towboat on the Arkansas River in
Oklahoma accidentally pushed a barge into a concrete
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bridge support. The bridge was where Interstate 40
crossed the river. At the impact, a third of the bridge
collapsed. The problem was that people on the interstate
couldn’t see that the bridge was out. Fishermen in boats
below watched in horror as car after car shot off the edge
of the bridge at seventy miles an hour, plunging sixty-two
feet to the river. Three eighteen-wheelers went over, along
with seven passenger cars, including one carrying James
and Misty Johnson and their three-year-old daughter, Shea.
The fishermen immediately began pulling survivors out of
the water. But meanwhile cars kept dropping into the river.
When they pulled a truck driver out of the water, he
shouted, “Somebody stop the cars!”
So fisherman Alton Wilhoit grabbed a flare gun from
his boat and ran up to the interstate, where another semi
was headed for the bridge. Wilhoit fired the flare – it struck
the truck right on the windshield. The driver slammed on
the brakes. The wheels locked up and the trailer came to a
stop with the truck’s front wheels hanging over the ledge.
The driver threw it into reverse and pulled away, effectively
blocking the road and warning other drivers. Fourteen
people died that day, including precious Shea and her
parents. But how many more would’ve died if Alton Wilhoit
hadn’t done what it took to warn the people who were
blindly headed toward their death? 41
This tragedy could have been much worse if someone did
not have the courage to warn others that the bridge is out. Those
who have been convinced that Jesus is the only way to heaven
can be “Alton Wilhoits” for the world that is accelerating through
life on a road that promises much but will soon lead to eternity
without God.
Do the people in your church realize the danger ahead? Do
your friends know what’s ahead as they stay on the road that
seems right to man? No matter the backlash from critics who
claim we are “intolerant” and “arrogant,” we must have courage
and conviction to proclaim the exclusive truth that Jesus is the
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only way to heaven, and there is no other name under heaven
given among men, whereby we can be saved!
Have I therefore become your enemy
because I tell you the truth? (Gal 4:16)

Empathetic Suggestions
1. Teach your people that Satan is the “god of this world”
and he has “blinded the minds of those which do not believe, lest
the light of the glorious gospel should shine unto them” (2
Corinthians 4:4). Teach them that believers are commanded to not
be conformed to the world (Romans 12:2), to be in the world but
not of it (John 17), and not to love the world (1 John 2:15–17).
The way of the Christian is a narrow road and very unpopular with
this world system. We must expect to be despised and criticized
by this world for our convictions that Jesus is the only way.
2. There are no traffic jams on “the straight and narrow
road” that leads from earth to heaven, meaning, there are not
many people traveling this road.
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4
WHATEVER HAPPENED TO SIN
AND HUMAN LOSTNESS?
Sometimes we are inclined to think that a very great
portion of modern revivalism has been more a curse than a
blessing, because it has led thousands to a kind of peace
before they have known their misery; restoring the prodigal
to the Father’s house and never making him say, “Father, I
have sinned.” It very often happens that the converts that
are born in excitement die when the excitement is over.
- C.H. Spurgeon 42
What would you think of a dentist who looked in your
mouth and said, "Yes, you have a bad tooth back there in a
corner, but you have a lot of good teeth and I don't want to
make you uncomfortable, so we'll leave all of them alone"?
Yet, we do not want ministers to deal with sin in the church
lest they create a disturbance.
- Vance Havner
We live in a decidedly optimistic but delusional age that
places man at the very center of the universe… Against the
testimony of his own blighted history, his afflicted
conscience, and the teaching of Scripture, he makes great
claims to virtue and merit and boasts of a brighter future.
He covers his countless immoralities and continual
degeneracy by simply changing the rules of morality and
christening what once was considered evil and calling it
good…it is not surprising that we would respond to the
indictment of Scripture with this question: Are we really that
bad? The biblical answer is, “Yes! We really are that bad!”
- Paul Washer 43
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All humans without Christ are lost in their sins. To be
saved means to be saved from sin’s penalty, sin’s power, and
ultimately sin’s presence in heaven. For this to occur, the lost
must know they are lost and facing eternal hell. But little or
nothing is being preached about sin and its consequences, with
the effect that many professing Christians and members of local
churches admit they never knew they were lost sinners. Can
anyone be saved until he knows he is lost?
So serious has been the omission of preaching on sin and
lostness that a leading psychiatrist--not a theologian--wrote a
book entitled, Whatever Became of Sin? He writes, “[Sin] was a
word once in everyone’s mind, but now rarely if ever heard. Does
that mean that no sin is involved in all our troubles? Has no one
committed any sins? Where, indeed, did sin go? What became of
it?” 44
In our world today, our sin-saturated, guilty consciences
have suffered so much, and yet we cannot break free from the sin
plaguing our souls. Our answer is simply to redefine sin. “Sin is
still in; only the names have changed. Debauchers have been
replaced by ‘compulsive personality types.’ We don’t hear much
about iniquity, but we do make plenty of references to
‘unproductive personal habits.’ Nobody…is actually wicked today just a lot of folks with ‘behavioral disorders,’…If anyone in our
society does something socially unacceptable, just blame the
chemistry and find the right prescription drug. If we can’t eliminate
sin in practice, we’ll change its name and talk around it until
nobody recognizes the problem.” 45 Soon, nobody will recognize
sin for what it is—sin.
In a USA Today article entitled “Has the Notion of Sin Been
Lost?” Cathy Grossman asks, “Is sin dead? No, not by a long shot.
Yet…some pastors and theologians worry: How can Christians
celebrate Jesus’ atonement for their sins and the promise of
eternal life in his resurrection if they don’t recognize themselves
as sinners?” Grossman cites statistics from an Ellison Research
pole, which says “87 percent of U.S. adults believe in the existence
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of sin… Topping the list are adultery (81 percent) and racism (74
percent). But other sins no longer draw majority condemnation.
Premarital sex? Only 45 percent call it sin. Gambling? Just 30
percent say it's sinful. ‘A lot of this is relative. We tend to view sin
not as God views it, but how we view it,’ says Ellison president Ron
Sellers.” 46
The article quotes sociologist Barry Kosmin as observing,
“’What is unacceptable has changed… Adultery and addiction are
just bad or sad behavior… commercial sex is a no, but breaking the
bonds of marriage is not. Secularism is situational without
fundamental, universal rules. Explanations are kosher, mitigating
circumstances, too. But if people are held guilty, the punishment,
of course, has to be in this world, not the next. Secular people
don't burn in hell, they burn in the court of public opinion." 47
This is what we expect from the world “In whom the god of
this world hath blinded the minds of them which believe not, lest
the light of the glorious gospel of Christ, who is the image of God,
should shine unto them” (2 Corinthians 4:4 KJV). But the concept
of sin and human lostness has also gradually vanished from many
of the pulpits of our churches as well. The article continues,
“Popular evangelist Joel Osteen, pastor of Lakewood Church in
Houston, never mentions sin in his TV sermons or best sellers
such as Your Best Life Now. ‘I never thought about (using the word
'sinners'), but I probably don't,’ Osteen told Larry King in an
interview. ‘Most people already know what they're doing
wrong…’"48
The church where I (Josh) was raised wanted to sing
corporately the traditional, beloved hymn “Amazing Grace” but did
not like the stanza that says, “Amazing Grace, how sweet the
sound; that saved a wretch like me.” They felt uncomfortable
having the congregation admit that they were once wretched and
sinful. I remember when they took the word “wretch” out of the
song and replaced it with “someone” so we would sing, “that
saved someone like me.” I was only a teenager and had no
influence to oppose this action, but my response today would be,
“If we were not wretched sinners, then why did God need to send
Jesus?” It’s the bad news of our sin and lostness that makes the
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good news of salvation so good! We should never forget that we
were once lost, once blind, once destitute, and that’s how Jesus
found us.
John Newton (1725–1807), author of “Amazing Grace,”
knew how sinful he truly was before Christ came and saved him.
After he lived a reckless life of sin and debauchery, Newton was
converted at the age of thirty-nine and became a minister, giving
the rest of his life to serve God. In the churchyard where he is
buried, his tombstone has these words inscribed: “John Newton,
Clerk; once an infidel and libertine [that is, a person who is morally
and sexually unrestrained], a servant of slaves in Africa, was by the
rich mercy of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ preserved, restored,
pardoned, and appointed to preach the faith he had long labored
to destroy.”
Though at the end of his life he was losing some of his
mental faculties, Newton could still say, "My memory is nearly
gone, but I remember two things: that I am a great sinner, and that
Christ is a great Savior."
Amazing grace! How sweet the sound; That saved a wretch like me!
I once was lost, but now am found; Was blind, but now I see.”
The gospel is the good news of Jesus Christ. However, it
can only be good news if we understand the bad news of our
sinfulness and lostness. Yet, modern preachers attempt to preach
the good news of Jesus Christ without first preaching the bad
news of our lost condition without Christ. It is like a doctor trying
to convince a patient to take medicine, but the patient doesn’t
really understand the depth of his sickness. Jesus said in Matthew
9:12–13, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but
those who are sick. For I did not come to call the righteous, but
sinners, to repentance.” They could not appreciate the cure
because they had not fully realized the disease.
Ray Comfort says, “[S]adly, what’s happened in the U.S.
and the Western world is that we have preached the cure without
first convincing of the disease. We have preached a gospel of
grace without first convincing men of the law, that they’re
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transgressors…” Comfort also quotes evangelist A.B. Earle, stating,
“I have found by long experience that the severest threatenings of
the law of God have a prominent place in leading men to Christ.
They must see themselves lost before they will cry for mercy;
they’ll not escape danger until they see it.” 49 In other words, we
preach grace without showing men that they are transgressors.
We cannot truly be cured if we do not understand what we are
being cured from. Moreover, we can’t opt for grace and mercy
until we see how lost we actually are.

What is Sin?
Virtually every religion has a conception of sin. For the
Hindu, sin is ignorance of the fact that this material world is an
illusion, and the cure is enlightenment. For the Buddhist, sin is
desire. The cure is to train one’s soul through meditation to desire
nothing. For any number of eastern religions, sin is a violation of
harmony with nature. For the Muslim, sin is any lack of external
conformity to the law of Allah. What is sin for a Christian?
The Hebrew word chata (Genesis 4:7) and the Greek word
hamartia (Matthew 1:21) give us our English word sin, which can
be defined as “missing the mark.” This was a general term used in
the Bible. The Hebrew word avon (Psalm 32:5) and the Greek word
adikia (1 Corinthians 6:9) give us the English word iniquity, which
can be defined as “deviation from the norm,” “twisted and
disfigured,” or “not in right relationship.” The Hebrew word pasha
(Isaiah 1:2) and the Greek word parabasis (Romans 5:14) give us
our English word transgression, which can be defined as “crossing
a forbidden line or rebelling.” This could be our strongest word
because it denotes a betrayal or the breaking of a promise.
Sin occurs when we miss the mark of God’s highest glory
and holiness. Romans 3:23 declares, “All have sinned and fallen
short of the glory of God.” Sin occurs when we live a twisted,
disfigured existence, not in right relationship with God. We love
those things that God hates. We hate those things that God loves.
We entertain ourselves with the same sin that breaks the heart of
God. We have a twisted affection for unholy attractions. Sin
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occurs when we rebel against God’s standards, choosing rather to
remain on the throne of our lives. The Scriptures describe sin in
three ways:
1) Breaking God’s Commands.
1. You shall have no other gods before Me.
2. You shall not make unto you any graven image.
3. You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.
4. Remember the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.
5. Honor your father and your mother.
6. You shall not murder.
7. You shall not commit adultery.
8. You shall not steal.
9. You shall not bear false witness.
10. You shall not covet. (see Exodus 20:3-17)
You may say, “But I keep most of the commandments!”
However, James 2:10 says, “For whoever shall keep the whole law,
and yet stumble in one point, he is guilty of all.” Imagine you are
dangling over a fire suspended in the air from a chain with ten
links. How many links have to break for you to fall into the fire?
Just one. How many commandments do you have to break to be a
sinner? Just one.
2) Not Doing What You Ought to Do.
Some think that the only way a person could sin is when he
does something he should not do. However, the Scripture is clear
that we also sin when we fail to do those things God’s Word
commands. James 4:17 says, “Therefore, to him who knows to do
good and does not do it, to him it is sin.” There are sins of
omission and sins of commission.
3) Human Goodness without God.
Many would not argue about the first two descriptions of
“sin” but would have a hard time understanding this one. Proverbs
21:4 says, “A haughty look, a proud heart, and the plowing of the
wicked are sin.” Isaiah 64:6 agrees when it says, “Our
righteousness is as filthy rags.” Notice that our righteousness, not
our wickedness, is as filthy rags, which literally described the
bandage that wrapped the oozing sores of lepers.
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An unsaved man is himself wicked, and therefore he
contaminates that which he touches—even if that which he
touches was good and wholesome. I (Josh) remember growing up
and watching my babysitter mix tuna salad with her hands. She
would put all of the ingredients into the bowl and begin mixing.
Now imagine if she had a leprous sore on both her hands and
mixed that tuna salad with her hands oozing from the sores.
Would you eat that? Of course not! Though there was nothing
wrong with the salad, there was something wrong with the hands
that mixed the salad.50
God says even our good works are sin in his sight. The
Scripture is clear that you are not just going to hell for the bad
things you do, but also for the good things you do without God.
I am grateful to God that I was raised in the local church,
but I have noticed one tragedy. People can be raised in church,
socially cultured, well-behaved, and even knowledgeable of the
Bible, yet die and go to hell because they never understood that
they are lost without Christ. They display so much goodness and
live such morally clean lives, but they simply never acknowledge
their depravity. Adrian Rogers once said, “The worst form of
badness is human goodness when that goodness is a substitute
for the new birth.” We must understand that we have a disease
plaguing every part of us called sin. Only then will we cry out for
the cure which is only found in Jesus. Dr. D. James Kennedy,
recognizing this sad reality, stated over and over that one can’t be
saved until he knows he is lost.
God blessed me (Bill) in having one secretary, Janey
Spencer, for nineteen years when I pastored First Baptist Church,
Fort Smith, Arkansas. She made a profession of faith when she
was six years old, her family was Baptist--and church leaders for
generations--and yet she cried out in a prayer meeting, “I’m lost,
I’m lost!” When I asked her to give her testimony, she replied, “I
just joined the church as my friends went forth, told the pastor I
loved God, and he baptized me, and I never knew I was lost until I
heard you say one must come to the cross as a sinner, repent, and
surrender to Jesus, and I never did that.” I asked her if she was
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ready to do that, and she fell to her knees and repented and asked
God to forgive her hypocrisy. She was baptized again and has
become one of the most radiant witnesses I ever knew. This is
now her exciting testimony: “Had I died before July, 1977, Dr.
Bennett, you would have preached me into glory, but I would have
been in hell.”
There are several passages of Scripture that paint the
picture of man’s condition without God. Our sinfulness can be
catalogued from the testimony of the Bible:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

We are alienated from God and are hostile toward God
(Colossians 1:21).
We are slaves to our sin and dominated by Satan (John
8:34; 2 Timothy 2:26).
We love darkness and hate light (John 3:20; Ephesians
4:18).
We live in impurity and wickedness (Romans 6:19).
Our minds are depraved, blinded to truth by the god of this
world (Romans 1:28; 2 Corinthians 4:4).
Our desires are disordered, our hearts are sinful, and the
wicked passions of our flesh wage war against our souls
(Romans 1:26; 1 Peter 2:11).
Our bodies are defiled. We are morally evil and spiritually
sick (Romans 1:24; Genesis 8:31; Matthew 9:12). 51

Ephesians 2:1–3 emphatically testifies to the lostness of
all humanity. Evangelist D. L. Moody said that as he looked at
each individual he came across, he imagined a large “L” for “lost”
on his forehead. Paul, inspired by the Holy Spirit, places five “Ds”
on humanity’s forehead with-out Christ: dead, dominated,
disobedient, depraved, and doomed. He certainly gives God’s cure
in Ephesians 2:8 when he says, “for by grace you have been saved
through faith,” but not until he first diagnoses the disease plaguing
the entire human race separated from God.
Diagnosis #1 – We are Dead
Ephesians 2:1 reads, “And you He made alive, who were
dead in trespasses and sins.” As Paul looked down on the world,
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he saw one vast spiritual cemetery, and inscribed on every gravemarker was this phrase, “dead in trespasses and sins.” He doesn’t
say that they simply have needs, that they are sick, feeble, or
blundering; He says they are dead.
In this passage death does not mean “cessation of
existence” but “separation from life.” In physical death, the spirit of
man is separated from his body. In spiritual death, the spirit of
man is separated from God. People in this condition are dead.
Though a man may be active mentally—like an academic scholar
with a bright mind—the Bible calls him spiritually dead if he is
separated from God. Though a person may be active physically—
like an athlete—the Bible calls him spiritually dead, without Christ.
Though a person may have a vibrant personality—like a Hollywood
movie star— the Bible calls him spiritually dead if he is separated
from God. We are “not diseased, but decomposing; not critical, but
a corpse! The unsaved human being is dead; he cannot resurrect
himself.” 52
Diagnosis #2 – We are Dominated
Ephesians 2:2 says, “You once walked according to the
course of this world,” which is stating that our lifestyle has been
based upon the principles of this present world, with its material,
fleshly values. We adopted the worldview of the devil since he is
described as the god of this world (2 Corinthians 4:4). We value
what this world values. “According to the prince of the power of
the air,” emphasizes that we are dominated by the personality of
Satan.
First John 5:19 agrees when it says, “We know that we are
of God, and the whole world lies under the sway of the wicked
one.” The Living Bible reads, “The rest of the world around us is
under Satan’s power and control.” The picture here is that of a
little baby lying in the lap of his mother, absolutely helpless. This
verse says that the whole world lies helplessly in the lap, in the
power, in the grip, of the devil!
Diagnosis #3 – We are Disobedient
Ephesians 2:2 refers to “The spirit who now works in the
sons of disobedience.” The word “works” describes how the devil
energizes the lives of those who are separated from God, and is
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the same word used to describe the empowering of the Holy Spirit
in the lives of believers. We were children of rebellion. People sin
because they have to and because they want to—sinners by nature
and by choice.
Diagnosis #4 – We are Depraved
Ephesians 2:3 reads, “Among whom also we all once
conducted ourselves in the lusts of our flesh, fulfilling the desires
of the flesh and of the mind, and were by nature children of wrath,
just as the others.” In our very nature, we were children of wrath, or
we deserved wrath in our nature. Not just because of what we
have done, but because of what we are. We are born in a state of
sin and alienation from God. Though God made us in His own
image (Genesis 1:26), because of mankind’s sin in the Garden of
Eden, we are also now born in the image of Adam (Genesis 5:3).
This is an image of alienation from God—a lifeless state, spiritually
speaking.
The Reformers rightly noted that we are totally separated
from God and live in a state of total depravity. If the color blue
represented our depravity, we’d be blue all over. We’d bleed blue,
think blue thoughts, and have no possibility of a single fragment of
a second color when our hearts, souls, and minds weren’t flooded
in blue. You could be as colorful a personality as you wish, but
every hue of the rainbow would be overwhelmed by blue. Ivan
Turgenev, the nineteenth-century Russian novelist and playwright,
said, “I don’t know what the heart of a bad man is like, but I do
know what the heart of a good man is like and it is terrible.” 53
Diagnosis #5 – We are Doomed
In an individual, sin produces spiritual death, domination by
the devil, disobedience, and depravity of life. When these four
sobering truths are realized in our hearts, we will agree with the
Bible that we are doomed.
“Men are dead spiritually and cannot activate themselves.
Men are defiled morally and cannot rehabilitate themselves.
Men are dominated satanically and cannot liberate themselves.
They are debilitated volitionally and cannot elevate themselves.
They are damned eternally and cannot exonerate themselves.
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They can’t work, worship or will their way to God and are completely
dependent upon the grace of God or they will die and go to hell.” 54
An oft-told story will help illustrate our spiritual condition
without Christ. On one occasion, George Whitefield was preaching
to a small gathering of British nobility. Lord Chesterfield loved
Whitefield’s preaching and was in attendance that day. Whitefield
had said that a man without Christ resembled a blind, old beggar
with a stick, using his little dog as guide. They are walking on a
grassy downland slope not knowing they are at the top of a cliff.
The string breaks and the dog wanders off. The beggar
desperately puts both hands on the stick and pokes his way
forward as best he can. He draws nearer, nearer the cliff. He
pokes the stick out once again and its point goes over the edge
and the unexpected motion makes him drop it. (Whitefield’s
hearers were now tense with excitement.) The chasm is too high
for an echo, so the beggar thinks the stick has fallen into a soft
shallow ditch. He leans over to feel. He loses his balance, his foot
slips… “He’s gone!” Lord Chesterfield yelled, leaping to his feet. 55
This is the awful fate of the whole human race without God
– they’re gone! This is the diagnosis of the Bible, and if we choose
to depart from this, we no longer need a crucifixion, a cross, or a
resurrection. Much teaching is so humanistic, deifying mankind,
that there is no need of a cross. Yet, if we acknowledge our
biblical condition separated from God, we would know that there
is no other way but the cross to answer humanity’s great need.
Paris Reidhead once said, “If I had my way, I would declare
a moratorium on public preaching of ‘the plan of salvation’ in
America for one to two years. Then I would call on everyone who
has use of the airwaves and the pulpits to preach the holiness of
God, the righteousness of God, and the Law of God, until sinners
would cry out, ‘What must we do to be saved?’ Then I would take
them off in a corner and whisper the gospel to them.” 56
Our gospel will never be complete unless we expose the
hearts of lost sinners for what they are—totally depraved and in
desperate need for the amazing grace of Jesus Christ for
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salvation. God still wants to seek the lost, open blind eyes, and
save more wretches like me!

Empathetic Suggestion
John Wesley once said, “I cannot preach grace until I have
first preached law.” People need to hear the bad news of their lost
condition before they will believe the good news of the gospel. In
preaching and teaching, be sure to preach the bad news before
sharing the good news.
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5
CHURCHED BUT NOT CHANGED:
SUBSTITUTING CHURCH MEMBERSHIP FOR
THE NEW BIRTH
Products of modern evangelism are often sad examples
of Christianity. They make a profession of faith, and then
continue to live like the world. “Decisions for Christ” mean
very little. Only a small proportion of those who “make
decisions” evidence the grace of God in a transformed life.
When the excitement of the latest campaign has subsided,
when the choir sings no more thrilling choruses, when large
crowds no longer gather, when the emotional hope in the
evangelist’s ‘invitation’ has moved to another city, what do
we have that is real and lasting? … The honest heart
answers, “Very little.”
- Walter Chantry 57
There is a difference in knowing that honey is sweet and
having that sweetness burst alive in your mouth. Being able
to articulate the gospel with accuracy is one thing; having
its truth captivate your soul is quite another.
- J.D. Greear 58
Although the believer is not perfect, there will still be
some evidence of their new birth right from the beginning…
There is life following a new birth; there is nothing when
there is a stillbirth… When the ‘born-again’ person manifests
no desire to pray, no interest in the Scriptures, no desire for
worship and praise, no love for Jesus and His cross – is
there any life in that person?
- Kent Philpott 59
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The American Church is facing a disturbing trend. While
many have chosen to be labeled as “Christian,” the lifestyles prove
they have never experienced a transforming work in their hearts.
Bad fruits mean bad roots. Notice some of these alarming
statistics on the current beliefs and behaviors of those who claim
to be born again:
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Nearly half believe Satan does NOT exist.
One-third believe that Jesus sinned while He was on earth.
Two-fifths believe they do not have a responsibility to
share the Christian faith with others.
One quarter do not believe the Bible is accurate in all of the
principles it teaches.
Forty-one percent believe that “the Bible, the Ko-ran, and
the Book of Mormon are all different expressions of the
same spiritual truths,” despite the books’ vastly
contradictory teachings on truth, salvation, and the nature
of God.
Only 46 percent believe in the existence of absolute moral
truth.
Sixty-one percent of churched teenagers believe a place in
heaven can be earned through good works.
Sixty-three percent of Christian teenagers believe Muslims,
Buddhists, Christians, Jews, and all other people pray to
the same God.
Fifty-eight percent of Christian teenagers believe all
religious faiths teach equally valid truths.
Seventy-four percent of Christian teenagers have cheated
on a test in the last twelve months.
Ninety-three percent of Christian teenagers have lied to a
parent in the last twelve months.
Forty-five percent of those who profess to be born-again
Christians believed that gambling was morally acceptable.
Forty-nine percent believed that “living with some-one of
the opposite sex without being married” was morally okay.
Forty-nine percent were comfortable with “enjoying sexual
thoughts or fantasies about someone.”
Thirty-three percent believe it is okay to kill a baby while it
is still in the womb.
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•
•

•

Thirteen percent of those who abort their unborn baby
profess faith in Jesus Christ.
Fifty-three percent of the men belonging to the Christian
organization “Promise Keepers” (who make a promise to
be committed to practicing spiritual, moral, ethical, and
sexual purity) visit pornographic sites weekly.
Thirty percent of pastors have viewed Internet porn in the
last thirty days. 60

Upon reporting many of these sad realities, two youth
specialists announced, “Incredible as it may seem, accepting
Christ and making a profession of faith makes little to no
difference in a young person’s attitudes and behaviors. The
majority of our churched young people are adopting a Christianity
but it is not true Christianity.” 61 Ninety-eight percent of youth
ministers and pastors agree with this assessment.
Ninety-eight percent of youth ministers and pastors agree
with this assessment. Pollster George Barna also admits,
“Although most Americans consider themselves to be Christian
and say they know the content of the Bible, less than one out of
ten Americans demonstrate such knowledge through their
actions. With over 173 million Christians in the U.S., there are tens
of millions who say that they love God and yet they are liars,
thieves, fornicators, adulterers, and child-murderers. Paul’s
warning to Titus seems to be true of much of the modern Church:
‘They profess to know God, but in works they deny Him’ (Titus
1:16). Neither their beliefs nor their behavior aligns with biblical
Christianity.” 62
Upon reading this woeful report, can one really make the
assumption that becoming a born-again Christian really makes no
impact upon a life? Or could it be, that though these persons have
claimed an experience of being “born again,” have simply been
“Christianized” and not truly converted? To be “Christianized” is to
be infused with Christian principles, to participate in the activities
of a church, perhaps even to strongly believe one is born again.
However, being “Christianized” is not the same as experiencing an
actual conversion. 63
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David Platt, looking at similar data, concludes that many in
the world think they are Christians but are not. He calls them
“unconverted believers” who are dangerously deceived. 64 Another
evangelical voice said that these unconverted believers, or
Christianized lost people, “may profess some allegiance to Christ,
[but] they are not Christian in doctrine, ethics, or manner of living.
There-fore, to assume that they represent the church is absurd,
and to draw conclusions about the church based upon their
opinions and practices is equally absurd.” 65
In many churches, some of which I have personally known,
church members discover they have never been born again, but
when they take this to their pastor, the new birth is still not
emphasized. A 21-year-old church member, said to me, “I have
been a member of our church since I was seven years old, but
learned several years ago I was not saved. I shared this with my
pastor who simply patted me on the head and said, ‘You don’t
need to worry. You have been a good girl a long time, and I am
confident you are saved.’” Then she said to me, “I knew then, as I
know now, that I am not saved.” I prayed with her to receive Christ,
and I believe she experienced the new birth. God forbid that I had
not told her the truth, and God forbid for persons to sit in our
churches week after week after week, believing they are saved
because they have “religion” but not Christ and are facing an
eternity without God.
Let us revisit the ominous warning of Jesus in Matthew
7:21–24: “Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter
the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My Father in
heaven. Many will say to Me in that day, ‘Lord, Lord, have we not
prophesied in Your name, cast out demons in Your name, and
done many wonders in Your name?’ And then I will declare to them,
‘I never knew you; depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness!’
Therefore whoever hears these sayings of Mine, and does them, I
will liken him to a wise man who built his house on the rock.”
You will note that these persons who were rejected and
dismissed into hell were not hypocrites but sincerely deceived
persons who had made an orthodox profession of faith, had no
doubt been baptized, became full-fledged members of the church
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and who probably tithed and did all kinds of wonderful works,
including preaching and exorcisms. Who are these people? They
are persons who substituted religious works for the new birth,
believing all of their lives they were saved, only to discover in the
judgment that they were destined to separation forever from God
in hell.
I had an encounter with a former governor in Arkansas,
who came to visit me to ask the question, “Why don’t the people in
western Arkansas vote for me?” Among other things I said to him,
“We are interested in your relationship with Jesus Christ,” and he
heartily replied, “Oh, I believe in Jesus, am a member of a local
Baptist church, sing in the choir and meet with my pastor weekly.”
Then I asked him, “But have you experienced the new birth?” He
replied that he thought or hoped he had, but in low tones and less
enthusiasm than when he was speaking of his relationship to his
church and pastor. Was he “Christianized” but not converted?
When a person truly repents and surrenders to Jesus as
Lord and Savior, the Holy Spirit immediately enters into him,
making him a “new creation,” and also baptizing him into the body
of Christ (1 Corinthians 12:13; 2 Corinthians 5:17). According to
Jesus, only this experience of being “born again” admits someone
into the kingdom of God, which is the rule of Christ, and also the
kingdom of heaven, which is eternity with God.
Though many evangelical preachers would say they still
believe in the new birth, most of them rarely emphasize this
important truth. Liberals do not teach the need of regeneration at
all. Universalists scoff at the idea. About all one hears in most
teaching and preaching is “Invite Jesus into your heart” or “Accept
Christ.” Though these are good words, they are incomplete,
especially if one emphasizes “decisionism” rather than the new
birth. In short, while persons are encouraged to join the church
and be baptized, few are urged to turn from sin and be born again.
So, religion has been substituted for the new birth.
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When I was at Duke University, I had a friend by the name
of Malloy Owens. Though he was not Baptist, he had been
converted in a Billy Graham crusade, and he truly was a
tremendous champion for Jesus. The faculty asked Malloy to
preach in the sophisticated York Chapel, and he preached on
being born again. His message upset the theological faculty so
much that they called him into their office and asked, “Malloy, why
on earth would you preach to a congregation of preachers on the
new birth?” He replied, “Professors, it’s very simple … you must be
born again.” Incidentally, at the conclusion of his sermon, Malloy
gave the invitation, and three preachers came down to be born
again!
In John 3, Jesus stressed to Nicodemus those famous
words, “You must be born again to enter the kingdom” (vv. 3, 5),
even though this man was one of the religious leaders in the
synagogue. Nicodemus was a Pharisee and a ruler of the Jews.
He was a member of the Sanhedrin, the council of seventy men
who governed the religious affairs of the Jewish nation. He had
reached the zenith of the religious world. To be a Pharisee, one
had to adhere to a strict religious code. This select group,
numbering no more than six thousand in all of Israel, would devote
their lives to pleasing and obeying God, paying special attention to
the Ten Commandments. He gave twenty-three and a half percent
of his income to the Lord. He fasted two days every week.
Because they did not want to break any of the Ten
Commandments, they came up with over six hundred more
“commands” that sought to apply the Ten to daily life.
Not only was Nicodemus very religious, but in John 3:10,
“Jesus answered and said to him, ‘Are you the teacher of Israel,
and do not know these things?’ ” Jesus does not call him a
teacher, but “the teacher of Israel,” implying that this man was
probably the head of religious education in Israel. Though this
man was a religious ruler, Jesus told him that he must be born
again. Jesus not only made this command to Nicodemus but for
anyone who would enter the kingdom. The Greek text does not say,
“Except a man,” but “except anyone be born again, he cannot enter
the kingdom” (John 3:3, 5).
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Substitutes for the New Birth
Karl Marx once commented that “religion is the opiate of
the masses,” and it is true that the people of the world are very
religious. Though genuine conversions are the work of the Holy
Spirit, the false conversions of religious persons are the deceptive
work of the devil. Galatians 1:8 informs us that there will be
deceptive angels bringing other gospels, which are no gospel at all.
This deception is seen in other religions, like Islam, whose founder
was visited by an “angel,” whom he first thought was a demon but
was convinced by his wife that this being was a messenger from
God. That “messenger” brought another religion, which deceives
millions today.
One can also see this deception in the cults, like
Mormonism, whose founder, Joseph Smith, was also visited by
the “angel” Moroni, bringing “another gospel,” which is based on
religious works and has also led millions into deception. Second
Corinthians 11:14 declares, “Satan himself transforms himself into
an angel of light,” and as one can see this in other religions and
cults, the devil also seeks to deceive those in our own churches as
to the spiritual condition of their souls. Sometimes one will appear
to have a conversion experience but soon falls back into the world
or never shows the fruit of righteous living in his life. The question
is not whether he has experienced religion, but whether he has
been born again.
Substitute #1 – Crisis Conversions
Crisis can be brought about by the death of a loved one, by
divorce, by drug and alcohol use, sexual abuse, etc. As a person is
experiencing crises, he looks to God to help him through, but he
never really repents of his sins, placing his faith in the work of
Christ. His emotional hurt and frustration needs repair, and so he
tries Christianity. After the crisis is over, he seems no longer to
need Jesus in his life. Though some will genuinely experience the
new birth during a time of crisis, false conversions can happen as
well because the individual is not asking for new life but rather a
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better life. Because of the individual’s vulnerability, one must be
sensitive while witnessing to these persons.
Substitute #2 – Moral Improvements
Someone who has experienced failure may look to Christ
for the biblical principles that lead to a healthier life. Though living
like a Christian can lead to greater peace in the home, success in
business, and emotional wholeness, this is not the same as
experiencing the new birth. You do not simply need to “turn over a
new leaf.” Rather, you need to experience new life!
Substitute #3 – Emotional Experiences
Sometimes incredible experiences in a person’s life will
produce an emotion, and one will mistake this for a new birth.
Sometimes sorrow for poor choices, sin in the heart, or the
realization that something must change will create an emotion
that can be deceptive. Often, a worship service can be so euphoric
that emotions will rise and one will mistake this with an encounter
with God. After a time, once the emotion subsides, this
unconverted “believer” will still produce the fruit of unrighteousness.
Substitute #4 – Mental Agreement
Often, as one is convinced of the claims of Christ and of
the truthfulness of the Bible, a person will mentally agree with the
facts of Christianity and believe that he has been converted. When
someone comes along and asks him if he is a Christian, he
responds, “I believe in Jesus. I believe in the Bible.” Though he
does not appear to have experienced a new birth, he’s convinced
of the claims of Christ. (See Chapter 6 “Saving Faith.”)
Substitute #5 – Christianity by Birth
In many parts of the world, to grow up in a particular
culture makes you Buddhist, Hindu, or Muslim. Though some have
been raised in Christian homes, and believe because of this they
are Christians, their lifestyles do not show the fruit of a changed
life. Thus, our churches are full of people who are deceived.
The story of the Rev. William Haslam, an Anglican priest in
the mid-eighteenth century in Cornwall, England, vividly illustrates
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this deception. Born into the church, he was baptized, confirmed
and ordained. He met every requirement of the church – without
being converted. His congregation in Cornwall knew that he was
unconverted and they began to pray for him. One day while
preaching in his own church, he was converted.66
Because of this deception and the sort of evangelism and
water baptism of children that seeks to stamp one as “born again”
before a change has taken place, the consequence is that many
church rolls are full of unchanged people who are pretending to be
religious. They have been starched and ironed but never washed!
Jesus said in Matthew 23:28, “Even so you also outwardly
appear righteous to men, but inside you are full of hypocrisy and
lawlessness.” Though they are “like white-washed tombs, which
indeed appear beautiful outwardly, but inside are full of dead
men’s bones and all uncleanness” (Matthew 23:27), their hearts
are still full of “evil thoughts, adulteries, fornications, murders,
thefts, covetousness, wickedness, deceit, lewdness, an evil eye,
blasphemy, pride, foolishness” (Mark 7:21–22), and “an evil man
out of the evil treasure of his heart brings forth evil” (Luke 6:45).
Those who have never experienced the new birth will show what is
really in their hearts at some point, though they often appear to be
just as “Christian” as those who have experienced the new birth.
I like the illustration of the teabag. Though there are many
different flavors of tea, most teabags look the same. Once the
water begins to boil, the teabag begins to show its true colors. In
like manner, many people will show their selfish, hateful, wicked
hearts as they are placed in hot water. They will show their true
colors. This is why churches experience such strife and division at
times.
One pastor gave this illustration: Imagine a neighborhood
church that is known all around as a church that constantly fights,
gossips, slanders and stays in constant strife. Their business
meetings are heated exchanges, power struggles and border wars,
with half the church always upset with the other half. Finally,
imagine one godly man standing up during one of those battles,
and shouting, “We are Christians, and should not hate each other.”
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However, he would be more correct if he stood and said, “We hate
one another, and therefore, we are NOT Christians!” 67
Second Corinthians 13:5 says, “Examine yourselves as to
whether you are in the faith. Test yourselves. Do you not know
yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you?” The Bible does not seek to
give the false convert a false assurance but rather desires that
one have the authentic testimony of a saving grace that
transforms the life. The question is not whether you, at one time or
another, prayed “the sinner’s prayer” or “walked down the aisle” or
even that you have been water baptized at some point.
A man by the name of Homer L. Cox discovered that
though he had been a faithful church member for many years, he
never held the assurance, nor experienced the joy that seemed to
be promised by others in the church. One day he finally said that
he would settle the issue of his salvation and was gloriously
converted. He experienced the new birth, and soon after wrote the
following song that we enjoy today:
Oh, how well do I remember how I doubted day by day,
For I did not know for certain that my sins were washed away;
When the Spirit tried to tell me, I would not the truth receive;
I endeavored to be happy, and to make myself believe.
When the truth came close and searching, all my joy would disappear,
For I did not have the witness of the Spirit bright and clear;
If at times the coming judgment would appear before my mind,
Oh, it made me so uneasy, for God’s smile I could not find.
When the Lord sent faithful servants who would dare to preach the truth,
How my heart did so condemn me as the Spirit gave reproof!
Satan said at once, “’Twill ruin you to now confess your state;
Keep on working and professing, and you’ll enter heaven’s gate.”
But at last I tired of living such a life of fear and doubt,
For I wanted God to give me something I would know about,
So the truth would make me happy and the light would clearly shine,
And the Spirit give assurance that I’m His and He is mine.
So I prayed to God in earnest, and not caring what folks said;
I was hungry for the blessing; my poor soul, it must be fed;
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Then at last by faith I touched Him, and, like sparks from smitten steel,
Just so quick salvation reached me, oh, bless God, I know it’s real!
But it’s real, it’s real; Oh, I know it’s real;
Praise God, the doubts are settled, For I know, I know it’s real! 68

The question is, “Have you been born again?”

Empathetic Suggestion
Vance Havner said, “Of one thing you can always be
certain—if you have not been changed, you have not been
saved.” Salvation truly means deliverance from sin. Brother
Pastor, never assume that every professing Christian is saved.
Preach so they will examine their hearts, as Paul challenged in 2
Corinthians 13:5.
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6
SAVING FAITH:
DON’T MISS HEAVEN BY EIGHTEEN INCHES
What is saving faith? First, it involves knowledge, the
fact of Christ’s death for sinners. Second, it means that we
assent to the truths of salvation; finally, it involves trust, the
transferring of all of our confidence to Christ alone. Not
Christ and the church; not Christ and baptism; not Christ
and good deeds. Whether our faith is little or great is not as
important as the object of faith. Our faith should be directed
to Christ alone.
- Erwin Lutzer 69
A Person cannot make a claim of saving faith in Christ
as Savior without the absolute rejection of any other means.
Genuine faith does not trust in Jesus Christ as a Savior, but
as the Savior.
- Paul Washer 70
You may spoil the Gospel by substitution. You have only
to withdraw from the eyes of the sinner the grand object
which the Bible proposes to faith – Jesus Christ; and to
substitute another object in His place… Substitute anything
for Christ, and the Gospel is totally spoiled! … You may spoil
the Gospel by addition. You have only to add to Christ, the
grand object of faith, some other objects as equally worthy
of honor, and the mischief is done. Add anything to Christ,
and the Gospel ceases to be a pure Gospel!
- J.C. Ryle 71
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When the Philippian jailor asked, “What must I do to be
saved?” Paul’s simple reply was, “Put your trust in the Lord Jesus
Christ, and you will be saved” (Acts 16:31 NEB). All true
evangelicals agree that one is saved “by grace through faith and
not of himself” (Ephesians 2:8–9). Grace is understood to be the
free gift of God through Jesus, but the question arises, “What is
the nature of true, saving faith?”
The distance from your head to your heart is about
eighteen inches, and that distance separates true saving faith
from mere intellectual assent. It is not enough to “believe in”
Jesus for salvation; we must “believe on,” which involves more
than just head knowledge. I can believe “in” a chair that it will hold
me up, but I only believe “on” that chair when I place the weight of
my body upon that chair, trusting that it will support my weight.
We must help people understand the difference between saving
faith and intellectual agreement to the claims of the gospel.
The meaning of true saving faith was lost during the
Middle Ages by the Roman Catholic Church. According to Roman
Catholic doctrine, one could be saved without any personal
knowledge of the Bible or the gospel. All a person needed was to
trust the word of the church as articulated by his priest—that word
being in essence, “Submit to the sacraments, beginning with
baptism and penance, and you are sure to be saved.” The
Magisterium (the teaching priesthood) of the church had spoken,
and their decree was infallible. By the time of the Reformation in
the sixteenth century, a conversation with the faithful may have
gone something like this:
“What do you believe?”
“I believe what my church believes.”
“But what does your church believe?”
“My church believes what I believe.”
“What do you and your church believe?”
“My church and I believe the same thing.”
The Reformers, especially Luther and Calvin, did not bow to
the Roman church as they sought to define true saving faith.
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Instead, they went back to the Holy Scriptures. There they
discovered that saving faith consists of three essential and
indispensable components:
The Reformers, especially Luther and Calvin, did not bow to
the Roman church as they sought to define true saving faith.
Instead, they went back to the Holy Scriptures. There they
discovered that saving faith consists of three essential and
indispensable components:
1. Knowledge, which refers to an intellectual understanding
of the gospel.
2. Assent, which refers to an agreement with the facts of the
gospel.
3. Trust, which refers to surrendering oneself to the Lord
Jesus Christ, that is, as Lord (Master), Jesus (Mediator)
and Christ (Messiah).
For instance, John Calvin taught that true faith always
issues in repentance, which he saw as a part of regeneration.
Timothy George wrote that Calvin did not preach an easy
believism, which calls for a decision for Christ without radical, lifechanging consequences.” 72 Just sup-pose the Reformers had
espoused and encouraged an “easy believism.” There would have
been no Reformation but an eventual return to Rome’s belief in a
“faith-works” salvation or possibly a return to humanism in religion
in keeping with the tenor of the times, the Renaissance.
One of the characters in John Bunyan’s classic The
Pilgrim’s Progress was Talkative, whom Christian described as “a
saint abroad and a devil at home.” Christian was trying to explain
to his friend, who had become very impressed with the man’s
religion, that his walk did not match his talk. Christian tells him
that Talkative is impressive to people who don’t really know his
life. Christian says, “He talks of prayer, of repentance, of faith, and
of the new birth: but he knows only to talk of them.” Christian
warns, “This Talkative thinks that hearing and saying will make a
good Christian, and thus he deceives his own soul … talking is not
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sufficient to prove that fruit is indeed in the heart and life; and let
us assure ourselves, that at the day of doom men shall be judged
according to their fruits. It will not be said then, ‘Did you believe?’
but, ‘Were you doers, or talkers only?’ and accordingly shall they be
judged. I speak this to show you how insignificant the profession
of Talkative will be at that day.” 73

The Necessary Ingredients of Saving Faith
When we consider the vast number of professing
Christians in America and the cultural trends of our day (abortion,
homosexuality, living together before marriage, the divorce-rate
among Christians, Internet pornography, etc.), we must ask
ourselves if the supposed regenerating power of the Holy Spirit is
strong enough to affect real change in the lives of professing
believers. Or could it be that those who claim to be followers of
Christ are truly unconverted? What are the necessary ingredients
of the kind of faith that will truly convert the soul?
Ingredient #1 – Knowledge of the Gospel
Calvin dogmatically asserted that there could be no true
faith without knowledge of the gospel. Thus, with one fell swoop,
Calvin demolished the medieval approach to salvation. It is
certainly true that for one to believe psychologically, he must have
something to believe. The apostle Paul cogently asserts this truth
in his classic instructions on salvation in Romans 10:9–10 and
summarizing in verse 13, “Whosoever shall call upon the name of
the Lord shall be saved.” Though it might appear that one can be
saved by mere intellectual belief and confession of the same,
especially in light of verse 13, Paul has-tens to point out in verses
14–16 that one cannot believe until he has heard the gospel. God
therefore sends forth proclaimers of the gospel. He concludes by
saying, “So then faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word
of God” (Romans 10:17).
The advocates of easy believism teach that one must
know the facts of the gospel and also confess such, but they stop
short of defining true saving faith. Knowledge is only the basis of
saving faith; it is not the essence. However, it is possible even for
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an adult to know the facts of the gospel without believing the
facts he knows. This moves us to the second necessary
component of saving faith, as taught in the Scriptures and
espoused by the Reformers.
Ingredient #2 – Belief in the Gospel
A person’s knowledge of the gospel and his confession of
the same do not save him. To be saved, one must believe the
gospel he knows—that is, he must intellectually embrace, accept,
and agree that the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus are
true.
Permit me to relate the example of a man who heard the
gospel with deep appreciation but emphatically denied that he
believed it. This man was a brilliant engineer in a great computer
corporation. He attended a Sunday school class I taught, where I
never finished a lesson without explaining the gospel. Almost
every Sunday, this fellow would come to me, expressing his
highest appreciation and thanking me profusely for my exposition.
In this class, I expounded the Scriptures verse-by-verse, chapterby-chapter, and book-by-book.
One day his wife approached me with a request: “Dr.
Bennett, please talk to my husband about becoming a Christian.”
To this, I expressed enormous surprise but promised I would visit
her husband the next week. I abided by my promise and was
received graciously by the man. After I very carefully explained the
Gospel to him, I asked, “Does all this make sense to you?” To
which he replied, “Yes.” I asked, “Do you have any questions?” He
said, “No.”
So, I continued, “Do you desire to receive Jesus as your
own personal Lord and Savior?” To this question, the man
emphatically said, “No.” I asked, “Why not?” He answered without
hesitation: “I do not believe the gospel.”
I was shocked, and asked, “Do you mean that you do not
believe Jesus died for your sins on the Cross, was buried, and
arose from the dead?” He said, “No, I don’t.”
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“You are the most attentive and appreciative member in
my class of 300 members. You tell me every Sunday how you
enjoy the lessons.” He replied, “Well, I like to hear you teach. You
make it so interesting. Although I do not believe the gospel, I get a
kick out of hearing you tell it.”
I then departed from the man’s home, greatly disappointed
but understanding better than ever the power of the devil, as well
as the full requirements of the gospel. Two years later, I returned
to the same man, repeating the way of salvation and pleading with
him to respond, after which he gave me the same answer as in my
first visit.
This man suddenly died in January 1999 at the age of
forty-nine. His wife called me long distance from Houston,
declaring with a broken heart, “My husband died in unbelief,
although he had heard and known the gospel.”
Two days later, his pastor said to a large funeral audience
of engineers: “I wish I could tell you that your friend has gone to
heaven. But by his own admission, he told me that he knew the
gospel message but did not believe it, and Jesus clearly says,
‘…He who does not believe is condemned already, because he has
not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God’ (John
3:18).”
However, even if a person knows the facts of the gospel,
believes those facts fully, and is willing to confess them, this does
not qualify that person to be saved. The best way I know of to
illustrate this tragedy is to refer to the devil.
Just suppose I preach in my church one Sunday, and the
devil is present in person. I give the invitation. The devil comes
down to the front and says to me that he de-sires to join the
church. I say to him, “Mr. Devil, before I let you join our church, I
must ask you some questions:
“Do you believe Jesus Christ is the Son of God?”
“I certainly do, I knew Him in heaven before I was thrown
out. There’s no question that He’s the Son of God.”
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“Do you believe that Jesus was born of a virgin?”
“With all my heart. I was right there when the angel gave
the message to Mary. I was in Bethlehem when the birth took
place.”
“Do you believe Jesus died on the Cross?”
“Absolutely. I witnessed the whole thing. I tried to keep Him
from going. I saw every bit of it.”
“Do you believe Jesus rose from the grave?”
“Certainly. I saw the stone rolled away. I was a part of the
entire drama.”
“Do you know that this is a Baptist church and that to join,
you must be immersed?”
“Well, I would make a good Baptist. I know baptism is by
immersion - I even saw John baptize Jesus.”
“If you join, we will expect you to attend faithfully, give
your money, and support your church to the full.”
“If I join your church, I will attend every service. I want to
sing in the choir, serve as a deacon, and give my money to the
church. You will be proud of me as one of your members.”
After I interviewed the devil in this manner, what would
happen if I turned to the congregation and asked, “Shall we accept
him?” More than likely, the entire congregation would respond,
“Yes, thank God he has made this decision! We gladly vote him
into our fellowship.”
However, notice that I only asked the devil of his
knowledge and belief in the gospel. I did not confront the devil with
his awful sin, and the tragedy he brought on the human race. I did
not ask him if he would repent and turn his life over to Jesus and
renounce his rebellion and ungodly lifestyle. Had I made this one
of the requirements, the devil would have balked, because he will
never surrender his life to Jesus.
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James 2:19 says, “You believe that there is one God. You
do well. Even the demons believe—and tremble!” Don’t ever forget:
The devil knows and believes the gospel, but the Bible still closes
with that same devil cast into the lake of fire forever (Revelations
19:20). Should this not be a warning to us today not to dilute the
full requirements of saving faith?
Ingredient #3 – Trust in Jesus
There is a final and confirming evidence of saving faith—
trust. One is never saved by the plan of salvation, but by the Man
of salvation. The lost person must know what Jesus has done to
save him; he must believe that these facts are true; and then he
must take the final step of trusting Jesus Christ and Him alone as
his personal Lord and Savior.
Saving faith is always centered in the person of Jesus
Christ. We are clearly instructed in many passages of the New
Testament on how to be saved, all of which point us to the one
person, the Lord Jesus Christ:
•

“But as many as received Him, to them He gave the
right to become children of God, to those who believe
in His name.” (John 1:12)

•

“And as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness,
even so must the Son of Man be lifted up, that
whoever believes in Him should not perish but have
eternal life. For God so loved the world that He gave
His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him
should not perish but have everlasting life.” (John
3:14-16)

•

“For God did not send His Son into the world to
condemn the world, but that the world through Him
might be saved. He who believes in Him is not
condemned; but he who does not believe is
condemned already, because he has not believed in
the name of the only begotten Son of God.” (John
3:17-18)
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•

“He who believes in the Son has everlasting life; and
he who does not believe the Son shall not see life, but
the wrath of God abides on him.” (John 3:36)

•

“Most assuredly, I say to you, he who believes in Me
has everlasting life.” (John 6:47)

•

“Nor is there salvation in any other, for there is no
other name under heaven given among men by which
we must be saved.” (Acts 4:12)

•

“He who has the Son has life; he who does not have
the Son of God does not have life. These things I have
written to you who believe in the name of the Son of
God, that you may know that you have eternal life, and
that you may continue to believe in the name of the
Son of God.” (1 John 5:12-13)

•

"Put your trust in the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will
be saved, you and your household.” (Acts 16:31 NEB)

All these verses may be correctly summed up in this one
sentence: “Put your trust in the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be
saved.” What is involved in trust? Trust is more than knowledge
and belief. These two elements of saving faith are basically
intellectual. Trust is of the heart and directed toward one Person
— Jesus. As Bailey Smith has stated, “True faith responds to Christ
in whatever way He is presented in Scripture: If He is the
Bridegroom, true faith becomes His bride; if He is the Savior, true
faith clings to Him for salvation; if He is our Father, we become
His children; if He is presented as the Shepherd, we are His sheep;
and if He is Lord, we are His servants. True faith desires Christ for
all that He is…”74
Trust is reliance upon, surrender to, and union with. It is an
act of the volitional will. When we surrender, we let God, through
His Word, set the terms. This involves turning from sin and self
(repentance) and relinquishing the control of our lives to Jesus
(Lordship), which inevitably results in a new lifestyle (2 Corinthians
5:17).
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As the great Bible teacher, Dr. Vance Havner has said, “The
tragedy is that so much Christianity today is only a mental
acceptance of the gospel - a performance but not an experience. It
is an impersonal head belief but not a warm glowing fellowship
with the living Christ. Such Christianity does not make flaming
witnesses eager to pass on the joy of their new life.” 75
Perhaps a couple of concrete illustrations will clarify the
meaning of trust. Saving faith can be compared to three stages in
marriage. First, there must be knowledge — the couple must know
one another. Second, there must be belief — the couple must
believe in one another. Still, there is no marriage until they take a
third step: They must stand before a minister and commit or
surrender themselves to each other. Until they do, the couple
remains unmarried. A person may know the gospel and believe the
gospel, but he must be willing to turn over his life to the Person of
the gospel before he is saved. The advocates of easy believism
deny the latter requirement. In so doing, they are guilty of the most
grievous heresy — the denial of the only way under heaven given
among men whereby any person can be saved.
Let me share one final, vivid illustration of true saving faith.
My mother was visiting me while I lived in Arkansas. The time
came for her to return home, at which time I recommended that
she fly. She replied, “I don’t want to fly.”
I asked, “Mama, don’t you believe in airplanes?” She replied
that she did, adding that she knew airplanes flew from Fort Smith,
Arkansas, to North Carolina all the time.
Then I said, “If you believe in airplanes and know that they
fly to North Carolina all the time, why don’t you want to fly?” My
mother replied, “Well, I do believe in airplanes, but I do not believe
enough in airplanes to risk my life in an airplane.”
Well, my mother never arrived back in North Carolina by
airplane. Knowledge and belief in airplanes could not get her back
to that state. In the same way, many people know and believe the
gospel but refuse to trust their lives in the hands of Jesus. Just as
my mother could not arrive back home in an airplane without
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trusting her all to that airplane, neither can anyone arrive in
Heaven without trusting his or her all to Jesus.
Are you now trusting Christ and His finished work on the
Cross for salvation? I’m not asking if you ever did that in the past.
Are you now trusting Christ. Consider the chair illustration from
earlier. Don’t ask if you ever trusted the chair to hold your weight
in the past – the real test is are you now trusting the chair to hold
your weight. The fact that you are now trusting in a chair to hold
your weight while reading this book proves that at some point in
the past you did trust that chair and sat down.
The conversion of John Wesley highlights this difference
between mental agreement and faith from the heart centered on
Jesus. Growing up in a Christian home, under the influence of one
of the remarkable women in church history, Susanna Wesley, John
was a very religious young man.
Even in college, John, his brother Charles and George
Whitefield formed what would be called the “Holy Club,” where
they would hold one another accountable for spiritual disciplines,
including ministry among the poor, Scripture intake, prayer and
evangelistic endeavors. John was so religious that he also
became a missionary to America.
However, it wasn’t until Wesley later attended a meeting at
Aldersgate Street in London, while someone read from the preface
of Martin Luther’s commentary on Romans that Wesley was
converted. In the preface, Luther described his own heart was
changed through faith in Christ. While reflecting upon this
moment, Wesley wrote in his journal: “I felt my heart strangely
warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone for salvation; and
an assurance was given me that he had taken away my sins, even
mine, and saved me from the law of sin and death.”
Don’t miss heaven by eighteen inches!
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Empathetic Suggestion
Many profess to be saved today who have believed only in
their heads. Be sure in your preaching and teaching that you make
very clear that one must trust from his heart the person of the
Gospel, the Lord Jesus Christ.

86

7
WHATEVER HAPPENED TO
BIBLICAL REPENTANCE?
Repentance… is a motion of the heart in which we
abandon our posture of rebellion and adopt one of
submission towards Christ.
- J.D. Greear 76
The first word of the gospel is not “love.” It is not even
“grace.” The first word of the gospel is “repent.”
- Richard Owen Roberts 77
There can be no conversion without repentance, yet this
is perhaps the single most neglected aspect of
contemporary evangelism. After decades of easy believism,
the heart of the church has seemingly flat lined into cardiac
arrest… True brokenness seems like a relic of a bygone era.
Deep mourning for sin, tears of sorrow, and agony over the
crushing weight of iniquity are all virtually nonexistent
expressions today. Nevertheless, it remains the purpose of
the evangelist to call people to repent from all that
dishonors God.
- Tom Patton 78
The man whose message is “Repent” sets himself
against his age and will be battered mercilessly by the age
whose moral tone he challenges. There is but one end for
such a man...off with his head! You had better not preach
repentance until you have pledged your head to heaven.
- Joseph Parker
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Suppose Jesus Christ visited our world today, as He did
two thousand years ago, and He appeared in every local church in
America with one message. What would that message be? Would
it be the message that we hear so often today—that He is coming
soon? Would it be a message on high self-esteem? Would it be a
message on the gifts of the Holy Spirit? Would it be a message on
the victorious Christian life? Would it be a message on “How to
Beat Depression” or “How to Whip Worry?” Though I believe Jesus
is coming soon, and I believe in victorious Christian living, and I
believe in the gifts of the Holy Spirit, I do not believe His message
would be any of these themes. We know what His message would
be, because it is clearly stated in the Bible. His one message to us
today would be, “Repent!”
God had not spoken for four hundred years, from Malachi
to Matthew. Then John the Baptist appeared on the scene, and the
first word he spoke was “Repent, for the Kingdom of God is at
hand” (Matthew 3:2).
Jesus followed John, and His first public message was the
same, “Repent, for the Kingdom of God is at hand” (Matthew 4:17).
He persisted in teaching, “Except ye repent you will likewise
perish” (Luke 13:3, 5). After His resurrection, Jesus said to His
disciples, “Repentance for the forgiveness of sin should be
preached among all nations, beginning at Jerusalem” (Luke
24:46–47). Thus, Jesus commenced, continued, and concluded
His ministry with the message of repentance.
The apostle Peter, at Pentecost, in the first sermon ever
preached to the burgeoning church, commanded his hearers,
“Repent and be baptized everyone of you because of the
forgiveness of sin, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit”
(Acts 2:38). In 2 Peter 3:9, he also states, “God is not willing that
any should perish, but for all to come to repentance.” He also
declares that Jesus has delayed His coming to give more time for
sinners to repent (2 Peter 3:15).
The apostle Paul summed up what he had preached
everywhere he went as “repentance toward God and faith toward
the Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts 20:21).
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When Christianity began in the world, we know from the
New Testament and from church history that God’s people were a
humble people. They had broken spirits and contrite hearts, which
led to true repentance. But as Christianity moved through the ages,
it became just the opposite. The church was full of pride, power,
possessions, and self-sufficiency, with little dependence upon God.
In 1517 God raised up Martin Luther to call the church
back to its roots. Martin Luther wrote ninety-five charges against
the professing church of his day, and on the memorable day in
October 1517, he hammered the famous 95 Theses on the door of
the local church in Wittenberg, Germany. The first charge against
the church was, “When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said
‘repent,’ He willed that the entire life of the believer be one of
repentance.”

How Does the Modern Church Approach Repentance?
The message of repentance is rare in today’s church
because it confronts us with the uncomfortable truth of our sin. In
fact, a recent poll reveals that most Americans do not believe they
are in need of repentance because they do not recognize any sin
from which they must repent. 79 Sin does not sell well in a feelgood culture.
Why do we hear much preaching about the love of God
that put Jesus on the cross, but rarely about repentance from the
personal sin that put Jesus on the cross? Why do we hear much
preaching about the gifts of the Spirit but rarely about repentance
from the sins that grieve the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 4:30)? Why do
we hear much preaching on praise and worship but rarely about
repentance from the sins that offend the holy God we are
attempting to worship (Psalm 66:18; Hosea 6:6)?
Though the New Testament writers uniformly declare the
indispensable necessity of repentance in the heart of a lost person
who responds to the gospel, some modern-day believers deny its
importance in salvation. Some would say, “I thought all one had to
do to be saved was believe.” Though Acts 16:31 certainly says,
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“Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved,”
repentance is implied. If the command was to move to California,
the implied command is to leave wherever you currently live. You
cannot move to California without first leaving your current
residence. Though it may seem as though repentance and belief
are two commands, in reality they are one.
John Murray explains, “The interdependence of faith and
repentance can be readily seen when we remember that faith is
faith in Christ for salvation from sin. But if faith is directed to
salvation from sin, there must be hatred of sin and the desire to be
saved from it. Such hatred of sin involves repentance, which
essentially consists in turning from sin unto God.” 80 Thus, you
cannot place your faith in Christ without also repenting of sin.
Though the necessity of repentance is denied by some, the
greater problem of modern evangelical churches is how
repentance is denied by omission. The average invitation to the
lost world vaguely declares, “Come to Christ,” “Invite Jesus into
your heart,” “Just believe,” or “Accept Christ as your personal
Savior.” Sadly, popular evangelistic strategies leave repentance
out of their presentations. “The Four Spiritual Laws” does not
mention repentance. I have trained others in “Evangelism
Explosion,” and would commend it to any church that is concerned
with a lost world, but it does not make repentance a major point in
its gospel presentation.
Most evangelists and pastors today do not press
repentance as a necessity to the lost to be saved. It is far more
popular to ask the lost to invite Jesus into their hearts with no
reference to repentance at all. As I (Josh) led our church toward
the children’s program AWANA, which stresses the importance of
Scripture memory in a child’s life, I was astounded as I was trained
to lead a child or an adult to Christ. There was no mention of
repentance. The response to the claims of Christianity was “just
believe.” I am absolutely supportive of this program but was
surprised at this omission. As a concerned pastor, I trained my
leaders to memorize Luke 13:3, adding repentance to the gospel
presentation. The gospel must be the bad news of the conviction
of sin, which leads to repentance, before it can be the good news
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of redemption and forgiveness of sins. Spurgeon once said,
“Surely no rebel can expect the King to pardon his treason while
he remains in open revolt. No one can be so foolish as to imagine
that the Judge of all the earth will put away our sins if we refuse to
put them away ourselves.”

Substitutes for Repentance
Since repentance is the doorway to salvation, and the
foundation of the entire Christian life, Satan does all within his
power to produce false repentance. Note the following ways
repentance has been cleverly disguised by the enemy:
#1 – Repentance is Not the Sorrow of This World
Second Corinthians 7:10 says, “The sorrow of the world
produces death,” not life or salvation. This sort of sorrow regrets
getting caught, but it does not worry or hate the sin against a holy
God. The thief is sorry that he was caught, but he is not sorry that
he stole and sinned against a holy God. The adulterer is sorry that
his wife caught him, but he is not sorry that he offended a holy
God and broke the covenant he made with his wife. The drunkard
is sorry that he has cirrhosis of the liver but is not sorry that he
has wasted his life through alcohol.
I read where a man in Georgia used to get drunk, go home
and drive his frail little wife and helpless children out of the house.
On one occasion he became so boisterous that the neighbors
called the officers, and the man was taken to jail and locked up. A
pastor went to see him while he was in jail. He was very sorry for
what he had done. He sat and wept as if his heart would break.
Finally, he looked up and said, “What will people say about
me when this becomes public? It will ruin me.” He was sorry, not
because he had been a brute and driven his wife and children from
the home, and not because he had sinned against God, but
because his sin was about to be made public. 81 Though many
people have this sort of sorrow, this is not biblical repentance.
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#2 - Repentance is Not Emotional Tears
Hebrews 12:17 says that Esau “found no place for
repentance, though he sought it diligently with tears.” Many people
cry but will not repent and get right with God. Though tears may
accompany genuine repentance, it does not necessarily mean one
has repented.
A seventeenth century British minister explained this
deception,
Some have tears enough for their outward losses, but
none for their inward lusts; they can mourn for the evil that
sin brings, but not for the sin which brings the evil. Pharaoh
more lamented the hard strokes which were upon him,
than the hard heart that was within him. Esau mourned not
because he sold the birth-right, which was his sin, but
because he lost the blessing, which was his punishment.
This is like weeping with an onion, the eye sheds tears
because it [hurts]. 82
#3 – Repentance is Not Good Works
The tendency of the man who is weighed down by his sin
is to salve his conscience by doing something good. I spoke with
someone from Hollywood who reported, “Most of the generous
activity you see out of Hollywood is simply people attempting to
buy off their sin.” They give the big gifts and chunks of their time
because their hearts are heavy, and they are trying to atone for
their sin through good works. Repentance is not good works.
A cheating man who buys his wife expensive gifts is not
asking for forgiveness and wanting to repent of his ways; instead,
the gifts are an attempt to alleviate his conscience or to keep his
wife deluded about the true state of his heart. . 83
This is nothing new. King Saul tried to cover up his
rebellious defiance of God by offering a sacrifice. The prophet
Samuel responded to his extravagant sacrifice: “Has the LORD as
great delight in burnt offering and sacrifices, as in obeying the
voice of the LORD? Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and to
listen than the fat of rams” (1 Samuel 15:22 ESV).
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#4 – Repentance is Not Changing Your Mind About Christ
Several respectable Bible teachers attempt to say that
repentance is not changing your mind about sin but changing your
attitude about Christ. This is a subtle way to destroy the demand
of repentance in the gospel. In Luke 13, Jesus is talking about sin
and says, “Unless you repent, you will all likewise perish” (v. 3).
The context is clearly speaking of repentance from sin. You
cannot turn to Christ until you turn from your sin. You cannot
change your mind about Christ until you have first changed your
mind about sin.
#5 – Repentance is Not Publicly Professing Christ
Many mistakenly believe that if they walk an aisle, join the
church, or get water baptized that they have repented. This
publicly acknowledges Christ, but it is not the same as repentance.
One man says, “I believe in Jesus Christ and am willing to
confess him before men,” but God says, “Have you repented of
your sins?”
Another says, “I am trying to live right, I am doing
everything I can to help others,” but God says, “Have you repented
of your sins?”
Another says, “I say my prayers every night, and attend the
services of the church, and give my money for its support,” but
God says, “Have you repented of your sins?”
Another says, “I have shed many tears over my sins, and
every day I ask God to forgive me,” but God says, “I didn’t ask how
many tears you have shed, or how many times you have asked for
forgiveness, but have you repented of your sins?” Luke 13:3
declares, “Except ye repent, ye shall all likewise perish.”

What is Repentance?
The verb repent (metanoeo) is used thirty-five times in the
New Testament and the noun (metanoi) occurs twenty-two times.
It means “a change of the mind that leads to a change of lifestyle.”
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Repentance is turning from sin in order that we may turn to Jesus
Christ.
Repentance is a Change that Leads to a Change
First Thessalonians 1:9 describes repentance when it says,
“For they themselves declare concerning us what manner of entry
we had to you, and how you turned to God from idols to serve the
living and true God.” The change of mind can be seen in several
areas:
1. Repentance is a change of mind about God - The
repentant person sees God as holy as well as loving
and has a “godly sorrow” for his great sin against the
holiness of God and also His love.
2. Repentance is a change of mind about self - No longer
does pride rule one’s life, but out of brokenness of
heart he mourns with a godly sorrow (Matthew 5:4).
3. Repentance is a change of mind about sin – C.H.
Spurgeon said, “There is no repentance where a man
can talk lightly of sin, much less where he can speak
tenderly and lovingly of it.”
The person who repents sees it as exceedingly sinful
for it is against God. David sinned grievously against
his wife and Uriah, his army chief, but he recognized his
sin as primarily an offense to a holy God and prayed,
“Against You, and You only, have I sinned” (Psalm 51:4).
True repentance is realizing that we stand before Holy
God accused and condemned of high treason, rebellion,
and waywardness. Thus, in repentance, one takes
God’s perspective toward sin and hates sin with all his
heart and puts sin out of his life. Repentance is not
only saying, “I’m sorry.” It is also saying, “I’m through.”
This change of mind leads to a change of lifestyle. The lost
person who is not saved hears the Word of God, and his heart is
convicted. He sees that he is a rebel against God and that His life
has been going in the wrong direction. He turns from his sin and
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turns to the Lord. He comes under a new management. This leads
to personal salvation. Consequently, there will be a definite
change of lifestyle from that moment on.
One minister was going through a gospel tract with a
fellow, and when they came to the end of the tract, he asked the
man if he could pray the prayer printed and really mean it. He
looked at the prayer and said yes. Then, directed by the Holy Spirit,
the issue of personal sin came to the mind of this Christian. He
said to the lost man, “We need to go over a couple of other
issues,” and began looking again at personal sins. Though the lost
man agreed that stealing and lying were sin, he did not feel that
fornication was a sin. The Christian asked if he would be willing to
give it up, to which his response was, “Not on your life.”
“Well, are you willing to pray and ask God to help you give it
up?"
"No, you don't understand. I really like that."
"Well, are you willing to pray and ask God to change your
heart so that you'll want to give it up?"
"I'm not willing to give it up for anybody," he said.
"Are you willing to go to hell over it?"
He said, "I guess I am."
In writing about this encounter, this minister said, “He had
been ready to pray the prayer just as the Holy Spirit stopped me. I
would have let him get away with a cheap gospel with no
repentance.” 84 W.T. Conner once said that in repentance “the love
of sin must die in our heart.” Without this, repentance has not
taken place, and we are still lost in our sins.
Repentance is a Complete Change
In the heart of a lost person, repentance is a once-for-all
event. It never has to be repeated. You can be saved only once,
and you can repent for salvation only once. On the day of
Pentecost, recorded in Acts 2, Peter preached to thousands of lost
Jews from sixteen nations, and their response in verse 37 was,
“What shall we do?” Peter told them to “repent” (v. 38). This word
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in the original Greek language in the aorist tense means, “repent
once-for-all.” That is, “have a decisive repentance that will turn you
away from your sin and will turn you to Jesus and will save your
soul.”
This repentance will have two glorious outcomes: 1) You
are forgiven of your sins, and 2) You will receive the gift of the
Holy Spirit, which is the new life in Christ. If you have not truly
repented, your sins have not been forgiven, you have not received
the Holy Spirit, and you have not experienced the new birth.
Repentance is a Continual Change
In the life of the truly saved, there will be a constant
attitude of repentance. The fact that you have repented of your sin
when you came to Christ and experienced the new birth does not
mean that you are through with repentance. It is true that you are
through with a lifestyle of sin (1 John 3:9) 85, but that does not
mean that you will be sinlessly perfect. One may still sin, and often
one does, but there will be a deep spirit of repentance and hatred
of the sin committed.
To illustrate, imagine a pig that you have scrubbed and
cleaned, desiring to make it an inside pet. The pig may be
outwardly clean, but he is still a pig at heart, and the moment he is
outside, he will find a mud hole to enjoy. This is like the lost sinner
in his sin. You may attempt to clean the lost sinner through good
works or through restraint, but he is still a sinner at heart and will
enjoy his sin when the opportunity comes. Second Peter 2:22 says,
“A pig that has been washed will roll in the mud” (CEV).
In contrast, imagine a sheep that walked too closely to a
mud hole and fell in, getting mud all over her wool. She may be
muddy for the moment, but she does not enjoy it and wishes to be
cleaned. This is like the Christian, with the life of God on the inside,
who does not wish to sin. He may fall for a moment, but as
Proverbs 24:16 states, “Though a righteous man falls seven times,
he will get up” (HCSB). True repentance will not only look upon sin
committed in the past with a weeping eye but will also look upon
the future with a watchful eye.
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As the believer commits sin, an ongoing attitude of
repentance should flow from the fact that his sin is an affront
against a holy God. The believer will see God as majestic, holy,
and awesome, knowing that He desires “a broken spirit” and “a
contrite heart” (Psalm 51:17). The believer will see himself as he
really is—weak, dependent, and constantly in need of God’s grace.
The command to both sinner and saint is to repent. One
man warns, “If you are listening to a preacher or reading a
Christian author who never uses the word ‘repentance,’ change
churches or start reading someone else. They aren’t helping you.
They have adjusted the gospel to be more acceptable. They have
cut out the bold, prophetic voices of the Scripture. If it’s good
enough for Isaiah, Jeremiah, John the Baptist, and the Lord Jesus,
it should be good enough for us.” 86

Empathetic Suggestion
One cannot truly trust in Jesus unless one repents.
Spurgeon said that repentance and faith are two sides of the
same coin. Paul says the Thessalonians turned from their idols to
serve the living God (see 1 Thessalonians 1:9). He preached
repentance from sin and faith toward the Lord Jesus Christ. When
calling people to believe, always include repentance.
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8
SAVED ON INSTALLMENT?
THE DENIAL OF LORDSHIP SALVATION
There can be no Savior-hood without Lordship… I believe
that the Bible plainly teaches that Jesus Christ is both Lord
and Savior; that He is Lord before He is Savior; and that if
He is not Lord, He is not Savior.
- A. W. Tozer 87
He is Lord, and those who refuse him as Lord cannot
use him as Savior. Everyone who receives him must
surrender to his authority, for to say we receive Christ when
in fact we reject his right to reign over us is utter absurdity.
It is a futile attempt to hold onto sin with one hand and take
Jesus with the other. What kind of salvation is it if we are
left in bondage to sin?
- John Macarthur 88
Numbly saying they “accept Christ as Savior,” they
brazenly reject His rightful claim as Lord. Paying Him glib lip
service, they utterly scorn Him with their hearts (Mark 7:6).
Casually affirming Him with their mouths, they deliberately
deny Him with their deeds (Titus 1:16). Addressing Him
superficially as “Lord, Lord,” they stubbornly decline to do
His bidding (Luke 6:46). Such people fit the tragic
description of the “many” in Matthew 7:22-23 who will one
day be stunned to hear Him say, “I never knew you; depart
from Me, you who practice lawlessness!”
- John Macarthur 89
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Confessing Christ as Lord means much more than
repeating a few words… It is to admit and submit. We admit
that Christ is Lord and submit our lives to His lordship.
- Jerry White 90
Americans still live in a free society and to say, “Jesus is
Lord” publicly requires little or no sacrifice. However, for a firstcentury believer to say “Jesus is Lord” could have meant
persecution and even martyrdom, because they were insinuating,
“Caesar is not!” 91 It was looked upon as defiance against the
Roman Empire. During the reigns of Nero, Domitian, and Trajan,
every loyal Roman subject was supposed to acknowledge that
Caesar was lord. Once a year, every person was called to burn
incense and publicly confess, “Caesar is Lord.” Any person who
refused to do this was judged guilty of “blaspheming” or speaking
evil of Caesar. Unspeakably horrible imprisonment, torture, and
death awaited those who refused to pledge their allegiance to
Caesar as “Lord.” 92 Citizens would even greet one another by
saying, “Caesar is Lord.” The first century believer could not in
good conscience say this, because only One held that high place
in their lives—Jesus Christ. Though we cannot imagine
persecution or death for saying those three words, “Jesus is Lord,”
this was the reality of the first century believer.
Similarly, in the dark days of the Nazi tyrant Adolf Hitler,
who murdered over six million Jews during his reign of terror,
Christians were forced to show their allegiance by saying, “Heil
Hitler!” meaning “Hail Hitler.” Hitler actually gave himself the
unique title of “Führer,” meaning “leader,” and expected those
under his command to call him by this title. Thus, the phrase “Heil
mein Führer!” meaning, “Hail my leader” was also acceptable.
Though many Christians submitted to this tyranny, some
Christians, like anti-Nazi protestant pastor Martin Niemöller,
resisted. Because of his insubordination and his encouragement
for others to “obey God rather than man,” he was charged with
“Abuse of Pulpit” and placed in solitary confinement. To entice
Martin to acknowledge the supremacy of Hitler, they offered his
release and the command of one of the German U-boats. He
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would not. He was commanded in front of a Nazi-appointed court
to give his allegiance to the “Führer,” to which he stood and said,
“Jesus Christ is my Führer.” His courage placed him in prisons and
concentration camps for the next eight years. Hitler sent a former
friend of Niemöller, who now supported the Nazis, to visit him,
hoping his friend would persuade him to recant. As the friend
visited Niemöller in his cell, he asked, “Martin, Martin! Why are you
here?” Niemöller replied, “My friend! Why are you NOT here?”
In these two examples, the place of the “Lordship of Christ”
was of utmost importance. Yet the emphasis today seems to be
on calling Jesus your personal “Savior.” So the question to
consider is this: is it possible for Christ to save a person who
refuses to accept Him as Lord? If answered “yes” (as many
currently believe), this will lead to the error of being “saved on
installment,” that is, to ask Him to be Savior and later (if ever) as
Lord. Multitudes have erroneously believed that they were saved
from their sins as a child but lived their lives as they wanted until
many years later when they came to ultimately accept Him as
Lord.
I have often heard testimonies like this: “When I was twelve
years old, I was saved, water baptized and joined the church, but I
never really committed my life to Christ until I was thirty-five years
old.” Others express it this way: “I was saved when I was twelve,
but I did not make Jesus the Lord of my life until I was thirty-five
years old.” Tragically, even a seasoned, well-educated, ordained
minister recently said to me, “When I was seven, I made Jesus my
Savior. When I was in college, I made Him my Lord.” Is that even
possible? Could these testimonies be true?
When we consider the testimonies of individuals who
confess they are saved, but never totally commit their lives to
Christ until later on (if ever), two questions must be answered:
•

Are these people saved because of their one-time decision
of inviting Jesus into their hearts, even though there is no
evidence of repentance or change in their lives?
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•

Is it possible that these so-called Christians were never
actually saved until later when they finally committed their
lives to Jesus?

If the latter is true, could it be that thousands—even
millions—of people who make shallow commitments based only
on intellectual assent to the gospel are not really saved? Could it
be that those who believe they are “saved” but who have never
surrendered to the lordship of Christ may die in their lost state and
be eternally separated from God in hell forever?
Churches that deny the necessity of repentance would
logically not require lordship as a part of salvation. The
widespread belief in easy believism does not require repentance
or lordship. The widespread acceptance of “carnal” Christianity
admits no requirement of lordship. The im-portance of the
lordship of Christ must not be understated.
On the Damascus road Saul confessed Jesus as Lord,
saying, “Who are You, Lord?” and “Lord, what would You have me
to do?” Thomas said, “My Lord and my God!” John Wesley tells us
that several mornings after Aldersgate he awoke with “Jesus,
Master” in his heart and upon his mouth.93 In today’s church, this
language has been replaced by asking, “Is Jesus your Savior?” or
“Are you saved?” Though none should deny that Jesus is the
Savior of the world (1 John 2:2), and that one could be “saved” if
they would place their faith in His work, this is not the summary
confession of the New Testament church. Jesus is called “Savior”
twenty-four times in the New Testament, but He is called “Lord”
over four hundred times!
Additionally, the New Testament authors do not refer to
themselves as “saved” but as “servants.” Note the following:
•

Paul begins his letter, “Paul, a bond-servant (servant/
slave 94) of Jesus Christ” (Romans 1:1).

•

Peter begins his letter, “Simon Peter, a bondservant and
apostle of Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 1:1).
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•

John begins Revelation, “The Revelation of Jesus
Christ…to His servant John” (Rev. 1:1).

•

James begins his letter, “James, a bondservant of God and
of the Lord Jesus Christ” (James 1:1).

•

Jude begins his letter, “Jude, a bondservant of Jesus
Christ, and brother of James” (Jude 1:1).

James and Jude’s greeting are even more telling, as they
were both half-brothers of Jesus. 95 Jesus Himself even used the
term “servant” sixty-two times in His sermons and parables in
reference to His followers.

What Does the Term “Lord” Designate?
Nowhere in the New Testament are we told we can accept
Jesus as Savior and later accept Him as Lord. In fact, the saving
name of Jesus is not just “Savior” but the “Lord Jesus Christ.” At
His birth, the angel pronounced Him as Lord, “For unto you is born
this day in the city of David a Savior (Mediator), who is Christ
(Messiah) the Lord (Master).” When the Philippian jailer asked
Paul how to be saved, he did not say, “Put your trust in the Savior,”
but “in the Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved” (Acts 16:31).
Theologian William Hendricks explains that when referring to
Jesus, the term “Lord” involves:
1. A recognition of His messiahship by God’s
appointment.
2. An awareness of His resurrection and exaltation.
3. His particular and peculiar relationship to God to whom
alone the title was appropriate in an absolute sense.
4. A particular relationship to believers expressed in the
Lord (kurios)/servant (doulos) motif of Paul.
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5. An affinity of lordship and glory not only in the present
exaltation but also in relation to the future status.
6. An overarching term of Christians for God appropriate
to Father, Son, and Spirit and, in relation to this, a
sometimes ambiguous use of Lord in which it is
difficult to discern whether the Father or the Son is
intended (2 Timothy 1:16, 18; Ephesians 6:1; 1 Peter
1:25).
7. The confession of Jesus as Lord as an essential part
of what it means to be a Christian (Rom. 10:9-10). 96
Ray Stedman points out, “It is helpful to see that nowhere
in all the Scriptures are men ever asked to believe in Jesus as
Savior. They are asked to believe in Him as Lord. When you believe
in Him as Lord, He becomes your Savior. But you don’t accept
Christ as a Savior - you accept Him as Lord, as the one who is in
charge of all things, including you. When you come to that point,
when you respond with the whole man, then God says the work of
redemption is done. The miracle occurs.” 97
In the most definitive analysis of salvation in the entire
Bible, Paul explained how to be saved, “If you confess with your
mouth Jesus as Lord, and believe in your heart God raised Him
from the dead, you shall be saved” (Romans 10:9). In the early
church, people who would not confess Jesus as their Lord were
not regarded as saved. Stedman gives the most insightful
definition of New Testament “Lordship” as follows:
It means we have come to the place where we
recognize that Jesus has the right to lordship in our lives.
Up to this point we have been lord of our lives. We have run
our own affairs, feeling we have the right to make our own
decisions according to what we want. But there comes a
time, as God’s Spirit works in us and we see the reality of
life as God has made it to be, that we realize that Jesus is
Lord. He is Lord of our past, to forgive us our sins; He is
Lord of our present, to dwell within us and to guide, direct
and control every area of our life; He is Lord of our future,
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to lead us into glory at last. Christ is Lord of life, Lord of
death - He is Lord over all things.98

Surrendering to His Lordship
It is important to note that the phrase “make Jesus Lord” is
unscriptural. No one can make Jesus Lord. God the Father has
made Him Lord already. Peter proclaimed this truth to his
crucifiers on the Day of Pentecost in these words, “Let all the
House of Israel know assuredly, that God has made that same
Jesus, whom ye have crucified, both Lord and Messiah” (Acts
2:36).
Jesus Himself accepted the title of Lord and Master. “You
all call me Lord and Master, and you say well, for so I am” (John
13:13). In His final word to the disciples prior to His ascension,
Jesus said, “All authority is given unto Me in heaven and in earth”
(Matthew 28:18). The apostle Paul said every person in the
universe was destined one day to confess that “Jesus is Lord”
(Philippians 2:9–11).
David Platt agrees, “Surely none of us can decide to make
him Lord. Jesus is Lord regardless of what you or I decide…The
question is whether you or I will submit to His Lordship, and this is
the essence of conversion.” 99
Adrian Rogers went to Romania to preach and met a
Christian leader there named Josef T'son. Recounting this story,
Rogers shares the conversation:
As Josef and I rode along in his car, I said, "Josef, tell
me about American Christianity."
He said, "Adrian, I had rather not."
I said, "No, I want to know."
He then said, "Well, Adrian, since you have asked me, I'll
tell you. The key word in American Christianity is
commitment."
I said, "That is good, isn't it, Josef?"
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He replied, "No, it is not. As a matter of fact, the word
commitment did not come into great usage in the English
language until about the 1960s. In Romania we do not
even have a word to translate the English word
commitment. If you were to use commitment in your
message tonight, I would not have a proper word to
translate it with."
Josef continued, "When a new word comes into usage,
it generally pushes an old word out. I began to study and
found the old word that commitment replaced. Adrian, the
old word that is no longer in vogue in America is the word
surrender."
"Josef," I asked, "What is the difference between
commitment and surrender?"
He said, "When you make a commitment, you are still in
control, no matter how noble the thing you commit to. One
can commit to pray, to study the Bible, to give his money,
or to commit to automobile payments, or to lose weight.
Whatever he chooses to do, he commits to. But surrender
is different. If someone holds a gun and asks you to lift
your hands in the air as a token of surrender, you don't tell
that person what you are committed to. You simply
surrender and do as you are told."
He said, "Americans love commitment because they
are still in control. But the key word is surrender. We are to
be the slaves of the Lord Jesus Christ." 100
Imagine for a moment, you took out a piece of paper and
began writing down all of the things you would do for the Lord,
things you will give up, places you will go, etc. After writing that
extensive list, you sign your name to the bottom and hand it to
Jesus as an act of worship. That would represent “commitment,”
and though that is good, it is incomplete. When a person is living
under the lordship of Christ, fully surrendered to Him, they will sign
their name to a blank piece of paper and give it to the Lord, saying,
“You fill in the details.” That’s surrender! Charles Haddon
Spurgeon preached that “Every true Christian pronounces this
phrase, ‘Jesus our Lord,’ with the emphasis of unreservedness.”
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Until a person has submitted and surrendered to the
lordship of Christ, he has no right to claim Him as Savior. You may
say, “Well, how can a child give their life to Jesus if the
requirements for salvation are that high?” A child can genuinely
experience salvation because she is truly accepting who Christ is
and what He did for her on the cross, leaving her old life and
deciding to follow Him, as best as she knows how. That decision
will grow as her understanding grows.
Imagine you are at the altar on your wedding day and the
preacher asks, “Do you take your spouse …?” When you say, “I do,”
it doesn’t mean that you fully know all of the details of what that
will look like ten, twenty, or forty years from now. It does mean,
however, that you are saying yes to everything you know and that
“I do” will deepen as the years pass. You learn to honor and obey
one another as your marriage matures.
Bailey Smith confirms, “Obedience comes after salvation…
Obeying Him as Lord and acknowledging Him as Lord are two
different things. We acknowledge Him at the point of conversion,
but we must learn to obey Him after that.” 101 He is Lord, and there
is no argument. You learn to obey Him after you acknowledge Him
at the point of conversion. As you become a disciple and conform
to the image of Christ, you will learn a life of obedience.
Many Christians love the benefits of being a follower of
Christ but continue to wander, unwilling to live under the lordship
of Jesus Christ. This sort of person wants Jesus as Savior from
the punishment of hell but does not want to acknowledge Him as
rightful Lord and Master of his life. The job of the pastor or gospel
witness is not to give such persons “assurance” of their salvation,
endeavoring to soothe their wandering hearts, but rather to
challenge them to “test yourselves whether you are in the faith” (2
Corinthians 13:5).
After such a test, it may be that one will find that he has
never placed Jesus on the throne of his life. Such persons are
deceived into believing they are eternally secure, when in fact, they
are eternally damned.
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B. H. Carroll, Southern Baptist theologian, pastor and
professor wrote the following:
Then what is involved in being a Christian? This much
is involved, that there be an absolute surrender to Jesus
Christ. I mean that you recognize Him as Lord of person
and of time and of property, of everything. And if He is God,
He is entitled to it. If He is not God, He is a usurper and an
impostor to demand anything at your hands. This is where
we fail. We do play at things.
People play at being Christians. They are always knowing
and never able to come to the knowledge of the truth. They
are always splitting hairs and caviling and discussing this
little boundary, when the heart of the question is one
question: Do you yield yourself and all that you have to the
Lord Jesus Christ? I do not care on what comes the issue;
it may come upon a yard of ribbon. It may come upon a
silver thimble. It may come upon the most infinitesimally
small thing in which the human mind can take interest, but
if the point on which the controversy arises be as narrow in
its boundaries as the point of a cambric needle, and on
that thing, however small, a soul says, “God, here you are
not supreme,” that is a lost soul. That is the whole of the
question and it is all involved ….
And you might just as well write on and engage your room
in hell if you deny the jurisdiction of Jesus Christ over your
money, over your time, over everything. 102
Jesus’ death will only pay for one’s sins if that person
receives Him as Lord over the rest of his life. Remember, one
doesn’t “make Jesus Lord.” He already is Lord. However, in true
salvation, one admits His lordship and submits to that lordship
through a solemn act of his will. With that wonderful choice, the
miracle of the new birth takes place in the heart and transforms
the life.
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Evidences of Christ’s Lordship
The test for Christ-followers is not in our songs of worship, but
how we live our daily lives. Living under the Lordship of Jesus
Christ must become a reality Monday through Saturday for us to
sing authentic praise on Sundays. Here are several evidences that
Jesus is your Lord:
1. Jesus Christ is my Lord when I am committed to
fulfilling His will for my life before I even know what He
will require of me.
2. Jesus Christ is my Lord when I am available to serve
Him anytime, anywhere, under any circumstances.
3. Jesus Christ is my Lord when I obey the initial
promptings of the Holy Spirit without delay, hesitation,
argument, or rationalization.
4. Jesus Christ is my Lord when I acknowledge His
ownership of my total life, time, and possessions and
submit to that ownership.
5. Jesus Christ is my Lord when pleasing Him exceeds
my desire to please anybody else.
6. Jesus Christ is my Lord when I look to Him and trust
Him as the source of all my needs and desires, both
spiritual and material.
7. Jesus Christ is my Lord when my utmost obsession is
to know Him intimately and increasingly, no matter the
cost.
8. Jesus Christ is my Lord when I glorify Him in
everything, never taking the slightest credit for
anything.
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9. Jesus Christ is my Lord when I surrender my mind
(what I think), my will (what I want), and my emotions
(the way I feel) to His control.
10. Jesus Christ is my Lord when I am consumed in
obeying the Great Commandment (Matthew 22:33-37)
and the Great Commission (Matthew 28:19-20). 103
Jesus has died on the cross for you, and anyone who
wants to be saved can be saved. His offer for each person is that
He will be your Savior if you will surrender to Him as Lord. You
cannot take Him as Savior and refuse Him as Lord. To cheapen
the demands of the gospel in order to make it easier to respond
will ultimately fail, because it keeps sinners bound in their sins.

Empathetic Suggestion
Remember that the saving name of Jesus is not “Jesus”
alone but the Lord Jesus Christ. As “Lord,” He is Master. As
“Jesus,” He is Mediator. As “Christ,” He is Messiah. All three titles
should be emphasized when introducing people to Jesus.
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9
CARNAL CHRISTIANITY:
DUMBING DOWN THE
MEANING OF CHRISTIAN
Why are so many of our churches filled with lost church
members? Because they have been told to believe without
repenting. Their professions of faith are empty and void of
spiritual life. These unrepentant church members are not
so-called “carnal Christians”; they have never been born
again in the first place.
- Bailey Smith 104
The nineteenth-century preacher Charles Spurgeon once
told a story of how he was walking down a London street
when a drunken man approached him, leaned on the
lamppost nearby, and said, “Hey, Mr. Spurgeon, I’m one of
your converts!” Spurgeon responded, “You must be one of
mine - you’re certainly not one of the Lord’s!” 105
Before the Great Awakening, refined but carnal people
filled the churches. They felt assured of their place before
God because of their baptism, confirmation, or civility. They
thought themselves to be thoroughly Christian in a
thoroughly Christian nation. However, God raised up the
likes of George Whitefield, John and Charles Wesley, Howell
Harris, and Daniel Rowland, whose message rocked England
and Wales to the core. The strength of their message was
founded upon their belief that the gospel was the power of
God not only to deliver a person from the condemnation of
sin, but also from its dominion. They preached regeneration
as a miraculous event that could change the vilest sinner
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into a saint of the living God. When these men’s preaching
confronted them, the carnal congregants in the church lost
their false assurance and either ran to Calvary or became
infuriated and attacked those who would dare question the
sincerity of their faith or the validity of their conversion. The
same must occur today…
- Paul Washer 106
R. C. Sproul shared how a pastor told him of a young man
in his church “who was using drugs and living in an illicit
relationship with his girlfriend. The pastor tried to counsel the
young man about his lifestyle. The young man said casually, ‘It’s
okay, Pastor. I’m a carnal Christian.’ ” 107 Is this person converted?
Does this person have the indwelling Holy Spirit who convicts of
sin? Could such a person continue in his sinful lifestyle, and yet
claim he is merely a “carnal Christian” so glibly? According to
those who teach that you can receive Jesus as Savior, but decide
later on His Lordship, such a claim is possible.
Dr. Charles Ryrie, who denies Lordship salvation, makes
this sound and inevitable conclusion when he asks, “If only
committed people are saved, then is there no room for carnal
Christians?” 108 The doctrine of carnal Christians teaches that a
person can be born again and live as sinfully as a lost person, yet
still be saved and go to heaven. This doctrine is destructive and,
along with easy believism, has deceived more people and sent
more people to hell than you care to imagine. There is indeed no
room for carnal Christians, for there is no teaching of it in the New
Testament.

The Origin of the “Carnal Christian”
Where did the teaching of carnal Christians begin? From
my study I trace it back to Dr. Lewis Sperry Chafer in his 1918
book entitled, He That Is Spiritual, in which he distinguishes what
he calls three classes of Christians:
•

The natural or lost man who does not know Christ.
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•

The carnal man, whose spiritual walk is no different from
the lost person.

•

The spiritual man, who walks in the fellowship and power
of the indwelling Holy Spirit.

However, to me the “carnal man” looks like a lost person. I
agree with Vance Havner who once said, “When I see a bird that
looks like a duck, quacks like a duck, has webbed feet like a duck,
paddles in the water like a duck, and prefers the company of
ducks, it is hard for me to resist the conclusion that it must be a
duck! ... When I see a Christian who looks like the world, talks like
the world, walks like the world, goes places where the world goes,
and prefers the company of the world, it is hard for me to resist
the conclusion that he is of the world.” 109 Evangelist Billy Sunday
used to say, “You might as well talk about a heavenly devil as a
worldly Christian.” 110
Based on an erroneous understanding of 1 Corinthians 3:1,
where Paul chided their fellowship, saying, “And I, brethren, could
not speak to you as to spiritual people but as to carnal, as to babes
in Christ.” He does call them “brothers,” so they are believers, and
he does use the term “carnal.” Thus, the carnal Christian term has
come to be. No one can deny that there was carnality among
some of the members of the church at Corinth; some were giving
in to the temptation of the flesh and compromising their Christian
commitment. The church as a whole was perhaps not as mature
as other churches. The oldest Christians were just a few years old
in the Lord, and one would not expect this congregation to be as
mature as the Antioch church.
Mark Dever rightly examines this verse:
Are these carnal Christians a “middle category” of
people who have Jesus in their life but not on the throne? It
sounds like a strange idea, doesn’t it? On the one hand,
you’ve got Christians who have Christ as Lord, with Him on
the throne. Then, on the other side, you have nonChristians. But, it is argued, you also have this interesting
middle category where Christ really is in the person’s life
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but He’s not on the throne. These are the “carnal”
Christians. Well, that’s one way you could read this verse.
I think a more natural way to read the verse is that Paul
is shaming his readers by speaking of these selfconfessed Christians as worldly. In calling them “worldly”
or “carnal,” Paul is intentionally using an oxymoron. An
oxymoron is the joining of two words not meant to go
together. In that sense, a carnal Christian would be like hot
ice. It’s just not supposed to make any sense. By writing in
these terms, Paul is basically telling his readers, “Get off
the fence! You are living differently than you are
professing. You cannot do that. Those horses go in
opposite directions - so jump on one or the other!” That’s
what Paul is saying.
Many people, by a wrong use of this verse, have been
convinced that they are some kind of truly saved person,
some kind of real Christian, even though they have not
really repented and believed. No wonder the Christian lives
of so many are such messes, if the churches of which
they’re a part are so confused on such a basic matter.
Consider what it means to be a Christian. It’s not that
you’re perfect, but that your heart does intend to seek the
Lord. If you are a Christian, it is because God, by His own
gracious action in your life, has grown a desire in you to
live a life that pleases Him more and more. Such growth is
a sign of true spiritual life, and another mark of a healthy
church.” 111
Even so, in calling the congregation “babes” or “men of
flesh,” (1 Cor. 3:1ff) Paul was not creating a category of carnal
Christians. He did not intend to leave the impression that some
are saved but retain carnality, continuing to walk as though they
have never received the Spirit of Christ. John Macarthur helpfully
clarifies, “Christians can be carnal. That is, they can behave in
carnal ways. But ‘carnal Christian’ is not a plane of spiritual
existence where one can remain indefinitely. Carnality is never
spoken of by Scripture as a perpetual state for believers. In other
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words, while Christians can be carnal in their behavior, they are
never carnal by nature. That is the distinction I have tried to
make.” 112
Because we have watered-down the gospel message, the
American church must face the consequences of carnality among
its fellowship. We are not saying a Christian is sinless or perfect;
we are attacking the notion that a person who claims to be a
Christian could live and look just like the world around them and
truly be converted. Christians sin, stumble, and sometimes fall, but
the general thrust of their walks will be conforming into the image
of Christ (see Romans 8:29).
Imagine the long-term graph of the Dow Jones Industrial
Average. It has many ups and downs. Sometimes it rises sharply;
other times it declines, even crashes. However, in the long-term, it
goes up. The Christian life is similar. It is not one of sinless
perfection but of righteous direction. Proverbs 24:16 says that a
righteous man may fall seven times, but he gets back up. A
Christian does not practice sin as a lifestyle. He may commit an
act of sin, as 1 John 2:1 says, but the born again do not practice
sin, and indeed cannot do so because the life-giving “seed” of God
is implanted in him forever (1 John 3:9).
Paul admitted that there was carnality in some aspects of
the church’s life and of the members’ lives. This does not mean,
however, that there was such a thing as a “carnal Christian.” Paul
makes this abundantly clear in Romans 8:5–8, “For those who live
according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh,
but those who live according to the Spirit, the things of the Spirit.
For to be carnally minded is death, but to be spiritually minded is
life and peace. Because the carnal mind is enmity against God; for
it is not subject to the law of God, nor indeed can be. So then,
those who are in the flesh cannot please God.”
I want to describe the saddest funeral I ever attended. The
deceased was a man who claimed to be saved and at one time
pastored a church, but he stole and married the wife of his
chairman of deacons. They departed the city for years, he suffered
a heart attack, and his funeral was held in the city where I
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pastored. The brother who preached his funeral said, “This brother,
as many of you know, strayed from the faith, and lived a carnal life,
but he was saved and is now in heaven.”
The first funeral I ever preached was that of a 71-year-old
man who was killed on the railroad accompanied by his mistress.
The members of his family were very faithful members of our
church. The funeral home was packed. What did I, the green
pastor, say? I simply said, “I did not know Mr. P___, but it is
obvious he had many friends, from the attendance I see today. All
I can do is to commit him into the hand of God Who judges fairly,”
and proceeded to comfort the family.
I have seen some preachers who understood much about
the things of God and would bring a good sermon on the cross,
but then in the invitation they would call on all carnal Christians to
come forth to rededicate their lives. Millions have come forth and
rededicated their flesh, deceived into believing they were saved
carnal Christians, when in fact they were lost and headed to hell.
As a preacher, please understand your responsibility to
God and beware of telling your members that they can live
ungodly lives and yet still be saved.

What is the Relation of a True Believer to Sin?
It is a serious temptation to be deceived by the false
assumption of being a carnal Christian, so the Holy Spirit devoted
an entire book of the Bible to refute this heresy—the epistle of First
John. As John concludes this book, he states that he wrote the
book so one might have assurance of eternal life.
John shows throughout the book that salvation is the gift
of God appropriated only by faith, but that the grace that saves
also produces a life of obedience. A so-called grace that saves but
does not change one’s life is no grace at all. Therefore, let us note
seven great evidences or proofs of eternal life, and seven strong
refutations of carnality.
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Evidence #1 – You Will Be SUBMITTED to the Word of God.
First John 2:3–4 is not saying we are saved by keeping the
Ten Commandments; it is saying if we truly have eternal life we
will show it by obeying His commandments. His first
commandment is to repent; the second is to be baptized. Repent
means you turn from sin and surrender your life to Jesus. Baptism
means you are not ashamed of Jesus and will openly confess Him
in baptism by immersion.
Evidence #2 – You Will Be SEPARATED from the World.
In 1 John 2:15, notice these words, “If any person loves the
world.” Suppose a person attends church on Sunday morning,
meets with God’s people, but then goes home and spends the
whole week with worldly people and has nothing to do with the
people of God. He visits with the lost, eats with the lost, goes on
vacation with the lost, and partakes of the same sins as the lost. Is
this person saved? Does he have eternal life? Not according to
God’s Word.
Evidence #3 – You Will Be STEDFAST with the People of God.
Notice the words, “they went out from us” in 1 John 2:19.
Why? “Because they were not of us.” Are these persons
possessors of eternal life? Not according to 1 John 2:19.
Evidence #4 – You Are SAVED from the Power and Practice of
Sin.
Note that 1 John 3:9 goes so far as to say that a truly bornagain person cannot possibly live in sin. Why? Because he has the
life of God in Him, and God does not sin at all. Second Corinthians
5:17 is an all-inclusive statement: “If any persons be in Christ—no
exceptions.” In Paul’s day people were saying that since they were
saved by grace, they could live any way they liked. But Paul asks in
Romans 6:1, “Shall we continue in sin that grace may abound.
Perish the thoughts, how can we who died to sin live any longer
therein?”
Moreover, Paul writes that there are those who profess to
know God but deny him “being abominable, disobedient, and
disqualified for every good work” (Titus 1:16). Jesus made it clear
that the true disciples continued to “abide” or live by the Word of
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God: “If you continue to abide in my word, then you are my
disciples in deed, and you shall know the truth and the truth shall
set you free” (John 8:31–32). Free from what? Sin. The obvious
inference is if one does not live by the Word, he is not a disciple of
Jesus.
Dever helpfully explains how Christians and non-Christians
approach sin:
I often tell my congregation that when it comes to
battling sin in our lives, the difference between Christians
and non-Christians is not that non-Christians sin whereas
Christians don’t. The difference is found in which sides we
take in the battle. Christians take God’s side against sin,
whereas non-Christians take sin’s side against God. In
other words, a Christian will sin, but then he will turn to God
and his Word and say, “Help me fight against sin.” A nonChristian, even if he recognizes his sin, effectively
responds, “I want my sin more than God.” 113
Do Christians struggle with sin? Yes, of course. Can a
Christian fall into sin? Absolutely. Consider Peter, Paul, and John
Mark, just to name a few. But can a Christian live in a continuous
state of carnality (obeying his sinful flesh) all the days of his life,
not bearing fruit, and truly be a Christian? Absolutely not.
Evidence #5 – You Are SATURATED with God’s Love for Fellow
Christians.
Read 1 John 4:7–8: “Beloved, let us love one another: for love
is of God; and every one that loves is born of God, and knows God.
He that loves not knows not God; for God is love.” The kind of love
that John is speaking of is not natural or human love. It means to
care for others so much that we willingly want their highest
welfare and sacrifice to see that they are taken care of.
Evidence #6 – You Are SEALED by the Holy Spirit.
Twice, John declares that those who possess eternal life
have the Holy Spirit (see 1 John 3:24, 4:13). Romans 8:9 says,
“Now if any man have not the Spirit of Christ, he is none of His.”
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Notice how inclusive the words are. It simply means if one does
not have the Holy Spirit, he has never been born again.
Evidence #7 – You will be SURRENDERED to the Lord Jesus
Christ.
First John 5:13 says, “These things have I written unto you
that believe on the name of the Son of God; that ye may know that
ye have eternal life, and that ye may believe on the name of the
Son of God.” Many people read that verse and say, “Well, all you
have to do to be saved is to believe Jesus died for you, say that in
a prayer to Him, and you have eternal life.” However, notice the
text says we must believe (trust) in the “Name of Jesus.” His
Name is the Lord Jesus Christ, so when we come to Jesus we
surrender to Him as our Lord, our Savior (Jesus) and as our
Messiah. What does this mean? We have surrendered to Jesus.
And what does that mean? We have truly turned from sin and
turned our lives over to Jesus. And that means we have truly
repented.
When salvation is based upon your surrender to the
lordship of Christ, and is definitely evidenced in a changed life, the
question often is asked, “Can a Christian backslide?” John
Macarthur answers,
Certainly true Christians can “backslide,” if by that you
mean they can regress into a period of spiritual dullness or
disobedience. Those who do incur God’s discipline (Heb.
12:6–11). Those who are not disciplined are not true sons
(v. 8). But if you are thinking of backsliding as a perpetual
state of willful rebellion or ungodly indifference on the part
of one who professes faith in Christ but does not love him,
that is a sign of false profession (Matt. 7:21–23; 1 John
3:4–10). Sometimes the term backslider is used to
describe one who has forsaken Christ and abandoned the
faith. In that case it describes a person who was never
truly saved (John 8:31; 1 Tim. 2:12; 1 John 2:19). 114
By holding to the possibility (or probability) of the doctrine
of the “carnal Christian,” the Church will continue to paralyze
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herself with unconverted church members who have no fruit, no
new birth, no eternal life, and whose testimony will continue to
keep others from being drawn by the message of the gospel that
truly changes lives. Even the great preacher George Whitefield
came to the conclusion, “There are so many stony ground hearers,
who receive the Word with joy, that I have determined to suspend
my judgment till I know the tree by its fruits. I cannot believe they
are converts until I see fruit brought back.” The message of the
gospel must remain pure so it can still be the “power of God unto
salvation.” (Romans 1:16)

Empathetic Suggestion
If you have preached the doctrine of the carnal Christian,
please revisit Romans 8:6–8: “For to be carnally minded is death,
but to be spiritually minded is life and peace. Because the carnal
mind is enmity against God; for it is not subject to the law of God,
nor indeed can be. So then, those who are in the flesh cannot
please God.” Resist the temptation to follow the commentaries
and ask the Holy Spirit to lead you. The Bible sheds a lot of light
on the commentaries!
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10
HOLINESS:
WHERE DOES IT BEGIN?
When the Church is absolutely different from the world,
she invariably attracts it. It is then that the world is made to
listen to her message, though it may hate it at first.
- D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones 115
Decline always occurs when movements decide to
adapt rather than force adaptation on the culture around
them. American evangelicalism in every sense is adapting.
We look around at secular culture and ask ourselves, “How
can we get people to come to church?” The answer is,
“Don’t ask anything much of them, and rewrite the Christian
way of life to look as much like the secular way of life as
possible so they can move from one to the other without
even flinching.
- Calvin Miller 116
[I]n bumping into secular culture, Christianity has
experienced the most deviant of exchanges… Their novels
and movies in just a decade or two caused our young men
and women to move in together for no higher calling than
merely to share the rent. They traded in their Bibles at adult
bookstores. We at first condemned their dark values in
church, then they quit coming to church. So we changed the
church. We emerged. We thought this would lure them back.
We played their kind of music, danced their kind of dances,
never again said a word about sin, and winked at their
shame. We never mentioned hell, or we toned down its
impact so that nobody ever went there except Adolf and
121

Saddam… Yet even these accommodations didn’t win them
over.
- Calvin Miller 117
Instead of living in the light of true Bible theology, many
Christians choose rather to live “bumper-sticker” theology. For
instance, while one bumper sticker reads, “If you love Jesus, honk
your horn,” Jesus tells us plainly in John 14:15, “If you love Me, you
will keep My commandments.” Another popular bumper sticker
reads, “Not Perfect, Just Forgiven,” which really sends the
message that the lifestyles of Christians and non-Christians may
look the same. However, Jesus said in Matthew 5:48, “Be ye
perfect, even as My Father in heaven is perfect.” A grace that is
not powerful enough to change a life is really not powerful enough
to save a soul from hell.
Mahatma Gandhi once said, “I like your Christ. I do not like
your Christians. Your Christians are so unlike your Christ.” 118
Sadly, even George Barna, the research-er of evangelical
Christianity, once said, “One of the greatest frustrations of my life
has been the disconnection between what our research
consistently shows about churched Christians and what the Bible
calls us to be.” 119

Using “Once Saved, Always Saved” as a License to Sin
One of the most subtle ways around sanctification as a
part of salvation is the often repeated phrase, “Once Saved,
Always Saved.” This misused phrase refers to the correct doctrine
of eternal security, which states that those who have genuinely
been converted cannot lose their salvation. Perhaps a better
phrase could be “If saved, always saved,” which emphasizes the
importance of knowing for certain that one is actually saved.
However, when the phrase “Once Saved, Always Saved” is
used, it leaves the impression with the average person that once
one has made a profession of faith, it does not matter what he
does because he is saved forever, even if he is living in (practicing)
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sin, which the Bible clearly declares will exclude him from heaven
(Galatians 5:19–21; 1 Corinthians 6:9–11).
I read that a Sunday School class was studying eternal
security, and one of the pupils asked the teacher, “Do you believe
Adolph Hitler was saved?” Her reply, “Well, we know that Hitler in
his early years went to the seminary and wrote some good articles
on the Christian faith, and I cannot really say if he was saved or
not, but I hope so.”
The most horrible use of “Once Saved, Always Saved” I
ever witnessed was when it was used to justify sin by a pastor.
After being confronted by another Christian regarding immorality
on the part of the pastor, his response was, “Oh, I was once saved,
and so I’m always saved, no matter what I do.” This pastor was
deceived by a false view of God’s saving grace, and he promoted
this dangerous teaching throughout his ministry.
While some will hold onto the doctrine of “Once Saved,
Always Saved,” seeking to soothe the conscience of those who
have never lived holy lives as ones who still may be considered
part of the kingdom; in contrast, they will decry the erroneous
doctrine of sinless perfectionism, made popular by the Methodists.
A. J. Gordon has well said, “If the doctrine of sinless perfection is
heresy, the doctrine of contentment with sinful imperfections is a
greater heresy. It is not an edifying spectacle to see a Christian
worldling throwing stones at a Christian perfectionist.”
The biblical way to describe eternal salvation would not be
to say, “Once Saved, Always Saved,” but “Once Saved, Always
Persevering,” or “Forever Following.” 120 The oldest Baptist
Confessions of faith state in essence that “One who has been truly
regenerated will never lose his salvation, and his persistent
devotion to Christ distinguishes him from superficial
professors.” 121 None of these creeds use the phrase, “Ones Saved,
Always Saved.” “It is true that if we are “Once Saved, we are
always saved, but this is precisely because saving faith is always
faith that perseveres to the end.” 122 And a faith that fizzles out
before the finish had a fatal flaw from the first.
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Though many evangelicals describe their Christian
existence as mere “sinners saved by grace,” the subject of
holiness is a dominant theme throughout the Scriptures. The word
“holy” in its various forms occurs over six hundred times in the
Bible. When the word “holiness” is mentioned, many thoughts
come to the mind. Some think about a particular denomination.
Others think that you are talking of an individual who is too pious
to smile. Some may view “holiness” as only applying to nuns,
priests, and pastors. However, much of what has just been
described is not really holiness but rather man-centered religion,
with all of its legalism and man-made rules.
In the Old Testament, all the forms of “holy” are de-rived
from a Hebrew word that suggests “sanctity” or a “setting apart of
the thing described as sacred to the purposes of God alone.” 123 In
the New Testament, the word continues to carry the meaning of
“something that belongs to God.” Therefore, when you see the
word “holiness” in the Bible applied to anything, you can know for
certain that it is God’s property—it belongs to God. Notice some of
these “holy” things:
•

Ordinary ground became holy because God consecrated it
for His use in Exodus 3:5, which reads, “Take your sandals
off your feet, for the place where you stand is holy ground.”

•

The Sabbath day under the old covenant was holy (Exodus
20:28).

•

The Tabernacle was holy (Exodus 28:29).

•

The anointing oil used in the Temple was holy (Exodus
30:25).

•

The utensils used in the Temple were holy (Exodus 30:29).

•

The tithe is holy (Leviticus 27:30), which means it belongs
to God, and no man dare tamper with it. If a man tampers
with the tithe, as with other holy things devoted for God’s
use, he incurs the judgment of God upon his life.
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Why were these inanimate objects holy? Because God
consecrated them for His use and for His glory—they belong to
Him and no one else. Notice these verses:
•

Just as he chose us in Him before the foundation of the
world, that we should be holy and without blame”
(Ephesians 1:4).

•

“Elect according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, in
sanctification of the Spirit” (1 Peter 1:2).

•

“For God did not call us to uncleanness, but unto holiness”
(1 Thessalonians 4:7 KJV).

•

“Let us cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh
and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God” (2
Corinthians 7:1).

•

“Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the
church and gave Himself for her, that He might sanctify
and cleanse her with the washing of water by the word,
that He might present her to Himself a glorious church, not
having spot or wrinkle or any such thing, but that she
should be holy and without blemish” (Ephesians 5:25–27).

•

“You are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy
nation, His own special people” (1 Peter 2:9).

These passages refer to God’s people as “holy,” which
does not mean they are sinless or perfect, but that they belong to
God. God says if you are born again, you are holy; that is, you
belong to God.
Suppose you owned a Bible that was previously owned by
Martin Luther, the great champion of Protestantism. Though it
was an ordinary Bible, it would be special because it belonged to
Martin Luther. In fact, people from all over the world would come
to read from that Bible, simply because it was Martin Luther’s
Bible. In the same way, you and I are ordinary, but we are also
extraordinary because we belong to God.
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When the Church loses sight of this fact, she looks and
acts just like the world. Mark Dever has noticed, “Neglecting
holiness, like neglecting church discipline, results in hard-to-grow
disciples. In churches where unholy behavior goes unchecked,
disciples become confused and unclear about the life that is
honoring to Christ. It’s like a garden where the weeds are never
pulled, or good things never planted.” 124

Faith Vs. Works
What is the status of sanctification in evangelicalism today?
It is virtually non-existent, being ignored, denied out rightly, or
nullified by the teaching of carnal Christianity, easy believism, no
repentance, or no lordship salvation. There are many evangelicals
who would insist that salvation is by grace alone and that
salvation is grace plus nothing.
Many will refer back to the Reformation and say “Sola
fides,” which means, “faith alone” justifies. But they forget to quote
the rest of this theological slogan, “sed non fides quae est sola,”
meaning, “but not the faith that is alone.”
However, there is some difficulty understanding the
balance of faith and works, especially in the teaching of James
and Paul. So difficult was James’ emphasis on works that Luther
referred to the book as an “epistle of straw.”
There are those who say that James contradicts Paul in
his teaching of faith and works. On the one hand, Paul
emphasizes, “Just as Abraham ‘believed God, and it was
accounted to him for righteousness.’ Therefore know that only
those who are of faith are sons of Abraham” (Galatians 3:6–7).
On the other hand, James declares, “for as the body
without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is dead also”
(James 2:26). However, each man, under the divine inspiration of
the Holy Spirit, is only different in his emphasis. Paul deals with
the root of salvation, while James handles the fruit. Paul
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emphasizes how one is justified, that is, the initial experience of
justification, when one in his heart trusts Jesus Christ, and Him
alone, to save him. James emphasizes the way that one must live
if he is truly justified. Paul is dealing with an experience of
Abraham described in Genesis 15:6, which says, “Abraham
believed God” and that was accounted unto him as righteousness.
When James asks in chapter 2 verse 21, “Was not
Abraham our father justified by works when he offered Isaac his
son on the altar?” he is referring to an experience of Abraham,
which happened many years later in Genesis 22. Abraham had
been justified for years but proved the genuineness of his faith by
obeying God in offering Isaac on Mount Moriah. This obedience
proved the genuineness of his faith.
When James discusses faith and works (James 2:14–26),
he is contrasting two kinds of faith:
1. A dead faith, which cannot save and therefore cannot
produce any good works. Dead faith that has no obedience
is not true saving faith.
2. A living faith, which indeed does save and show it-self in
works. Living faith showing itself in obedience is true
saving faith.
Faith and works can be understood in the classic passage
on salvation by grace through faith. Ephesians 2:8–10 reads, “For
by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of
yourselves; it is the gift of God, not of works, lest anyone should
boast. For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for
good works.”
As both Luther and Calvin taught, “We are saved by faith
alone, but faith which saves is never alone.” It will be seen in a
changed life. That changed life will be evident over time in the
“good works” we were destined by God to perform. Those good
works are the result of the heart work God first did in salvation.
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Returning to Healthy Holiness
Holiness is not legalism, but rather healthy Christianity.
Holiness is real Christianity. Stephen Olford states, “The term
holiness comes from the Anglo-Saxon root halig, which means
soundness and completeness. From this derivation has come into
present day use our words healthiness and wholeness. The
essence of holiness, then, is the sum of this threefold definition.
We might state it as follows. Given spiritual life, holiness means
the maintaining in health of that life before God and the setting
apart of that life for His service alone.” 125
Holiness is God-likeness in human life. It is the central
doctrine of the Old Testament and the New. Notice seven
principles of holiness in the life of a believer:

1. The PERSON of Holiness

Throughout the Scriptures two qualities of God are
emphasized again and again—His sovereignty and His holiness.
Both of these are repulsive to modern man. He resists the
sovereignty of God because he wants to rule his own life. He
resents the holiness of God because he is so sinful and he wants
to live any way he desires. Yet these are the two chief
characteristics of God represented in the Scriptures.
When referring to the Godhead, the term “Holy Trinity” is
used, because each member of the Godhead is holy. In Leviticus
11:44, God Himself says, “Be ye holy, for I am holy.” When
speaking to the Father, Jesus taught His disciples to say,
“Hallowed by Your name” (Matthew 6:9), which is the word “holy.”
Hebrews 7:26 speaks of Jesus Christ as “holy.” The name of the
third person of the Trinity implies holiness as He is called the Holy
Spirit.
The angelic beings in heaven are constantly celebrating
the holiness of God. When John was permitted to look into
heaven, he saw twenty-eight living creatures crying out, “holy, holy,
holy is the Lord of hosts” (Revelation 4:8). Notice they did not cry
out “loving, loving, loving” or “wise, wise, wise,” but “holy, holy,
holy.”
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In referring to God’s holiness, it means that God is utterly
and absolutely pure, unsullied by sin. He is absolutely perfect,
being the sum of all moral excellence. Everything He is and
everything He does is right. The wrath of God is just as holy as the
love of God. When God condemns a man to hell, He is just as right
as when He saves a man. Psalm 145:17 says, “The LORD is
righteous in all his ways, and holy in all his works” (KJV).
The tabernacle communicated that God is holy and could
not be approached by natural man. One would have to pass
through three “veils” (separations) before he could enter the holy
place. A Roman or a Greek could barge right into their temples,
any way and any time they wanted. They could go in and stand
right in front of their “gods,” but that is not true in Judaism and
Christianity. The bottom line of the tabernacle was, “You cannot
barge in on God.”
Your concept of God determines who you are and what you
do. The Romans had immoral gods; therefore, they could be
immoral. If we hold an inaccurate view of God, thinking that He
will let us by with sin, then that’s the way we will live. However, if
we truly understand that He is holy, it will change our lives.

2. The POVERTY of Man’s Holiness

The most holy mortal who ever lived is unholy com-pared
to the holiness of God. If anyone in the Old Testament could have
measured up to the holiness of God, it would have been Job,
because Job 1:8 says, “Then the LORD said to Satan, ‘Have you
considered My servant Job, that there is none like him on the
earth, a blameless and upright man, one who fears God and shuns
evil?’ ” However, when Job was confronted with the holiness of
God, he responds in Job 42:6, saying, “Therefore I abhor myself,
and repent in dust and ashes.”
If anyone in the New Testament could have measured up
to the holiness of God, it would have been John, the disciple
whom Jesus loved. However, when John saw the glory of Jesus,
Revelation 1:17 says he fell as a dead man at his feet.
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Today, God comes to you and me and says, “Be ye holy for
I am holy” (1 Peter 1:16). He does not say, “Be holy as I am holy,”
but “for I am holy,” No one can ever be as holy as God, and we
should always be in awe of His holiness. While we can never attain
to His moral excellence, it does not rule out His demand for our
holiness. Our lives must seek to be conformed to Christ until we
are separated from sin and dedicated to righteousness.

3. The PLAN for Holiness

When God made the first man, Adam, Genesis 1:27 says
that He stamped him with His image. This is not simply
innocence, but moral excellence. Though Adam sinned, God did
not change His plan for the holiness of His people because His
plan was from before the world began and Adam was created.
Ephesians 1:4 says, “He chose us in Him before the foundation of
the world, that we should be holy and without blame before Him in
love.”
Oswald Chambers once said, “God has one destined end
for mankind - holiness! His one aim is the production of saints.
God is not an eternal blessing-machine for men. He did not come
to save men out of pity. He came to save men because He had
created them to be holy”. 126 God has always planned for His
people to be holy.

4. The PROVISION for Holiness

Holiness is in redemption. The heart of the gospel is
holiness. Jesus did not come just to give us a passport to heaven
and forgive us of sin. He came to deliver us from the dominion of
sin so that we could be holy. Galatians 1:4 says, “[He] gave
Himself for our sins, that He might deliver us from this present evil
age.”
You may argue, “I’m saved by grace, and I can live any way
I want to.” No, if you’re really saved by grace, then grace tells you
that God is calling you to a life of holiness. Grace in the heart will
always point you to be like Jesus in your life, no matter what your
failures may be. Billy Graham once said, “What stirs God most is
not physical suffering but sin. All too often we are more afraid of
physical pain than of moral wrong. The cross is the standing
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evidence of the fact that holiness is a principle for which God
would die.” 127

5. The PRESENT, or Gift, of Holiness

Do we experience this holiness through creating a list of
things we will stop doing or start doing? No, holiness is a gift. You
are neither saved nor sanctified by what you give up but by what
you receive. That’s the beauty of the gospel. You can’t earn it. You
don’t deserve it. The fact that holiness begins in regeneration is
undeniable if we accept the following New Testament passages:
•

“Whoever has been born of God does not practice sin, for
His seed remains in him; and he cannot practice sin,
because he has been born of God” (1 John 3:9).

•

“But now having been set free from sin, and having
become slaves of God, you have your fruit to holiness, and
the end, everlasting life” (Romans 6:22).

•

“Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old
things have passed away; behold, all things have become
new” (2 Corinthians 5:17).

Sanctification is an essential part of biblical salvation; in
fact, if there is no sanctification, holiness, or godliness exhibited in
one’s life, he dare not call himself truly saved. The Greek word for
salvation means to deliver from sin, not only its penalty, but also
its power and practice as well (Romans 6 and 8).
Sanctification (or the process of holiness) can be defined
as “the continuing operation of the Holy Spirit in the life of a child
of God by which the holy disposition im-parted in regeneration is
strengthened and maintained.”

6. The PROCESS of Holiness

Holiness begins the day you are saved, but in time will
exhibit the fruit of being “conformed into the image of His Son”
(Romans 8:29) and growing in Christ-likeness—displaying His
character, thinking His thoughts, holding His values, and walking
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His path. God wants us constantly to become more and more holy,
more and more like Jesus. Notice two passages in particular:
•

“Pursue peace with all people, and holiness, without which
no one will see the Lord” (Hebrews 12:14).

•

“For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to
all men, teaching us that, denying ungodliness and worldly
lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and godly in the
present age, looking for the blessed hope and glorious
appearing of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who
gave Himself for us, that He might redeem us from every
lawless deed and purify for Himself His own special people,
zealous for good works” (Titus 2:11-14).

We have a responsibility in this process. There is a
responsibility to “deny ungodliness and worldly lusts.” The Bible
says to separate yourself from sin. Christians should ask God to
give them the grace to hate the sin and filth of this world. There is
also a positive responsibility to consecrate your total being unto a
holy God. The heart, mind, and mouth—all areas must be
consecrated unto God and purified so that we might be people of
character and holiness.
D.A. Carson once said, “People do not drift toward
holiness. Apart from grace-driven effort, people do not gravitate
toward godliness, prayer, obedience to Scripture, faith and delight
in the Lord. We drift toward compromise and call it tolerance. We
drift toward disobedience and call it freedom… we slide toward
godlessness and convince ourselves we have been liberated.” 128

7. The PRIVILEGE of Holiness

There are some wonderful privileges that belong to those
who are “holy” unto the Lord. First, the word holy means “health
and wholeness” (from the Latin word sanctus), which means that
one will enjoy a sense of well-being as he lives a life of holiness.
Second, sweet and wonderful fellowship with God will belong to
the man or woman who strives in holiness. “Who may ascend into
the hill of the LORD? Or who may stand in His holy place? He who
has clean hands and a pure heart” (Psalm 24:3–4). Third, holiness
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allows God to reveal secrets to us. Psalm 25:14 says, “The secret
of the LORD is with those who fear Him, and He will show them
His covenant.” Fourth, holiness results in answered prayer. First
John 3:22 says, “And whatever we ask we receive from Him,
because we keep His commandments and do those things that
are pleasing in His sight.” Finally, holiness results in effective
witness. It is far more important that you be clean in your walk
than clever in your witness. You may say, “Others can’t see that sin
in my life,” but God knows it, and He will not entrust to you the
highest activity of the Christian life unless your life is holy.

8. The PERFECTION of Holiness

Holiness begins in salvation, grows through the process of
sanctification and will be perfected one day in the resurrection,
which is referred to as glorification. Philippians 1:6 says, “He who
has begun a good work in you will complete it until the day of
Jesus Christ.” Romans 8:30 also says, “Whom He justified, these
He also glorified.” God will perfect that which He began at the day
of salvation.
Johnny Hunt once said, “We are to be in this world in
contact but not in conduct. I also like to define holiness with one
word—different. We are to be different from others and the world.
Remember this truth: You cannot make a difference until you are
different! 129
Second Timothy 2:19 says, “Nevertheless the solid
foundation of God stands, having this seal: ‘The Lord knows those
who are His,’ and, ‘Let everyone who names the name of Christ
depart from iniquity.’ ” As His people, we belong to God, and
should live as those who are holy to the Lord.
Henry Blackaby shared how understanding this truth has
kept him living a life of holiness, for the glory of God:
One of the great deterrents from going astray when I
was a young man was my dear godly father, who was a
deacon and a layman. He led more people to Jesus than
any other person I have known, including myself. He
worked in the business world, but he was one of the most
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godly men I have ever known. I knew how Dad had paid the
price for integrity and righteousness in the business world.
One day my dad came to me and my two brothers and
said, “Boys, I just want you to know that I spent a lifetime
building meaning into my name, and wherever you go, you
take my name with you. It has cost me my life to put
integrity into my name; now you carry my name with you.”
When I was tempted and could have gone astray, I thought
of my dear dad, and I said, I couldn’t do that to him. I carry
his name, and Dad has a name as a godly Christian
businessman. I couldn’t do that to him.
For me to sin without regard to the name I carry would
be to bring the deepest pain to my father possible, for he
sought to honor his Lord by the way he lived. He entrusted
his name to me. If that is how I felt concerning my earthly
father, how much more serious is it with my heavenly
Father?130
As the church lifts up the holiness of God to modern
humanity, not only will it more accurately reflect the God found in
Holy Scripture, but will also call those who have named the name
of Jesus Christ to be different from the culture around and testify
once more that the grace that saves is also the grace that
sanctifies.

Empathetic Suggestion
Holiness is not optional for the Christian, for unless one is
pursuing holiness, he will never see the Lord,” (see Hebrews
12:14). Brother Pastor, we must lead the way in holiness. Chaucer
once remarked, “If gold rust, what then will iron do?” Isaiah 52:11
says, “Be clean, you who bear the vessels of the LORD.”
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11
THE AMERICANIZATION OF EVANGELISM:
THE GOSPEL WITH
THE “AMERICAN DREAM” IN VIEW
A shallow gospel produces shallow Christians at best,
lost church members at worst. Our church rolls have the
names of thousands who never attend services or serve the
Lord in any way. For kingdom purposes they are
nonexistent. Many if not most of them, are lost. It is
important that pastors, evangelists, and churches examine
not only the content of the gospel they are preaching but
also the methods they are using. Possibly the high attrition
rate of professed Christians results from contemporary
styles of evangelism.
- R. Alan Day 131
The evangelistic heart of late-twentieth century gurus
like D. James Kennedy or Bill Bright was replaced by a
thousand lifestyle evangelistic programs, which for all its
seemingly easy, chatty ideas about personal evangelism,
often dissipated into happy conversations that were
cheerful
but
powerless…
[P]rograms
within
all
denominations replaced the word witness with the word
outreach, which had a more nebulous, less biblical-sounding
definition, making it less scary.
- Calvin Miller 132
When Robert Schuller decided to start his church in
Garden Grove, California, he went door-to-door asking
people what kind of church they wanted to attend, and on
the basis of the responses, he eventually built the Crystal
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Cathedral. I’ve always wondered, if Paul had gone door-todoor in Rome and asked those same questions, would the
answer have included gladiatorial combat or lion wrestling?
… Did his manner of pursuit infect evangelistic technique for
the next fifty years? Yes… Schuller is not much of a voice
anymore in influencing church growth or even relating to the
culture. But the notion he planted caught on, and it lives
today more than ever.
- Calvin Miller 133
The mantra of Americans today can be summed up in
three words: “The American Dream,” which means that every
American is entitled to steady progress materially if he will take
advantage of his great opportunities. Of course, this approach is
humanism at its zenith, and its goal is to accumulate more and
more “stuff.” Such ambition can get pretty ugly at times, using a
“whatever means necessary” approach to life. But when the
church adopts this philosophy, it corrupts the contents of the
gospel. The American Dream brought into the church will use
whatever means necessary to succeed, compelling people to
salvation, even if it means using worldly methods.

Contemporary Styles of American “Evangelism”
Several styles, though appearing to have numerical
success, have their origin in the “Americanization of
Evangelism.” 134

1. Hollywood Evangelism

This “show business” technique resorts to calling on movie
stars, athletic heroes, highly successful business-men, and writers
of self-help books to tell how Jesus made them rich, famous,
successful, and promising. It is shocking when conservative
churches invite worldly, often im-moral persons, to give their
testimonies. 135
R. Alan Day notes, “Much of Hollywood evangelism is
rooted in a holy desire to reach souls for Christ, but much of it also
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results from our success mentality and our lust for numbers… If a
superstar gets the numbers in, if a performer-athlete draws the
crowds, if Miss America brings in people then we call on them.” 136
Dr. Vance Havner put it like this:
Television actors appear in evangelistic meetings one
week and filthy shows the next…the church that used to go
to the jungle is now seeing the jungle brought into the
church…There’s a delusion going around today, even in
evangelical and fundamental circles sometimes, that we
must be entertained at church. Christianity has come all
the way around from an experience to a performance. 137
A pastor is not worth his salt unless he wants to reach
people, but he must not desire growth for sheer numbers at the
expense of the true gospel. As Dr. Clyde Turner said fifty years
ago in his great book on the church, “We’ve counted numbers long
enough; it is high time we start making numbers count.”

2. Psychologized Evangelism

This “self-esteem” boosting strategy has introduced the
idea that man’s greatest problem is not sin, but an “inferiority
complex” or some other psychological description of the human
predicament. Thus, the goal of the psychologized evangelist is not
to address people’s real needs but rather their “felt needs” and
assure them how to have self-esteem and self-love. The slogan,
“I’m okay; you’re okay” has invaded many churches. The last thing
a preacher should do is make someone feel guilty or call him a
sinner.
The most visible proponent of the “self-esteem” cult, Dr.
Robert Shuler, wrote these words,
What is that basic flaw? I believe it is the failure to
proclaim the gospel in a way that can satisfy every
person’s deepest need- one’s spiritual hunger for glory.
Rather than glorify God’s highest creation- the human
being- Christian liturgies, hymns, prayers, and scriptural
interpretations have often insensitively and destructively
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offended the dignity of the person. The human ego has
been labeled as the ultimate sin, when, in fact, it is the
mark of the image of God within people.138
In a word, psychologized evangelism has a low view of
God, a high view of self, and a weak view of sin. Preachers of the
gospel must take heed to the words of A. W. Tozer, who once said,
“The Bible plainly says that Jesus did not come to adjust our egos
or end our concern with self-es-teem. But Jesus Christ came to
bring an end of self, not to educate, tolerate, or polish it.” 139

3. Health-and-Wealth Evangelism

As already stated, religion in America has “sanctified the
American Dream” and “sacramentalized” prosperity. I went to
Wake Forest University with a brother who did just this. His
passion was to speak health, wealth, and prosperity to everyone
he met, and people practically ran over one another to join his
church. He would say to me, “Bill, I believe the Bible as much as
you, but I just express it in a different way.” Though this man was
“successful” for a time, over time his church grew stagnant, he
became bitter and died far too young as a defeated man.
This sort of technique endeavors to say, “We can have
Jesus and the good life too. No, it says it even more bluntly: the
key to the good life is Jesus. What is understood as ‘the good life’?
Not forgiveness of sins, inner peace, and a home in heaven. It
means having the goods right now in this life.” 140
David Jones and Russell Woodbridge have questioned the
pastor of one of the largest congregations in America today,
whose church has reported “significant numbers of people being
saved.” The question is—from what are they saved? After reading
the books of mega-church pastor Joel Osteen, Jones and
Woodbridge believe the millions of readers would have to
conclude “that a person is saved from the possibility of a difficult
life, rather than from one’s sinful condition.” The concern these
men have with all health-and-wealth gospel proponents, who are
being taught that they can have their “best life now,” will one day
“die without having repented of their sin and placing faith in the
work and person of Jesus Christ.” According to the aberrant
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theology of the health-and-wealth gospel, “Jesus died in order to
save man from a less than ideal life,” because it is a message that
avoids “a well-defined concept of original sin, as well as a biblical
explanation of the death of Jesus Christ on the cross.” 141
This type of evangelism has been popularized by television
preachers and is very attractive to those who want their “best life
now”. It took “prosperity gospel” proponent Jim Bakker going to
prison for him to realize he had been preaching something foreign
to the Bible. He recounted his journey in I Was Wrong:
For years I had embraced and espoused a gospel that
some skeptics had branded as “prosperity gospel.” I didn’t
mind the label; On the contrary, I was proud of it. “You’re
absolutely right!” I’d say to critics and friends alike. “I
preach it, and I live it! I believe in a God who wants to bless
his people….” The more I studied the Bible, however, I had
to admit that the prosperity message did not line up with
the tenor of Scripture. My heart was crushed to think that I
had led so many people astray. I was appalled that I could
have been so wrong, and I was deeply grateful that God
had not struck me dead as a false prophet!…
Many today believe that the evidence of God’s blessing
on them is a new car, a house, a good job, etc. But that is
far from the truth of God’s Word. If that be the case, then
gambling casino owners, drug kingpins and movie stars
are blessed of God. Jesus did not teach riches were a sign
of God’s blessing. In fact, Jesus said, “It is hard for a rich
man to enter the Kingdom of Heaven.” If we equate earthly
possessions and earthly relationships with God’s favor,
what are we to tell the billions of those living in poverty, or
what do you do if depression hits, or what do you say to
those who lose a loved one?
Many “in name only” Christians would curse God if they
lost all of their material possessions. Jesus said, “Narrow
is the way that leads to life and few there be that find it.”
It’s time the call from the pulpit be changed from “Who
wants the life of pleasure and good things, new homes,
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cars, materials and possessions, etc.?” to, “Who will come
forward and accept Jesus Christ and the fellowship of His
suffering?” Jesus calls us to come and die, die to
ourselves and the world, so He might give us true life. 142
At times when preachers emphasize the victorious
Christian life, they do not allow for seasons of suffering and
hardship. Hebrews 11 shows the New Testament balance. If you
only read, “Who through faith subdued kingdoms, worked
righteousness, obtained promises, stopped the mouths of lions,
quenched the violence of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, out
of weakness were made strong, became valiant in battle” (vv. 33–
34), you may not understand the balance of God’s Word
concerning the overcoming life and suffering. Continue reading:
“And others were tortured … others had trial of mockings and
scourgings, yes, and of chains and imprisonment. They were
stoned, they were sawn in two, were tempted, were slain with the
sword. They wandered about … being destitute, afflicted,
tormented—of whom the world was not worthy” (vv. 35–38).
We certainly affirm and preach living the victorious
Christian life. Jesus declares in John 16:33, “These things I have
spoken to you, that in Me you may have peace. In the world you will
have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world."
The clear teaching of the New Testament is that a believer can
overcome, however it is often in the midst of suffering.

4. Consumer Evangelism

John Macarthur says, “the same consumer mind-set has
invaded Christianity,” stating:
The church service is too long, you say? We’ll shorten it
(one pastor guarantees his sermons will never last more
than seven minutes!). Too formal? Wear your sweatsuit.
Too boring? Wait’ll you hear our band! And if the message
is too confrontational, or too judgmental, or too exclusive,
scary, unbelievable, hard to understand, or too much
anything else for your taste, churches everywhere are
eager to adjust that message to make you more
comfortable…
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One suburban church sent out a mailer recently,
promising an “informal, relaxed, casual atmosphere,”
“great music from our band,” and that those who come will,
“believe it or not, even have fun.”
That’s all great if you’re a coffeehouse. But anyone who
claims to be calling people to the gospel of Jesus with
those as his priorities is calling them to a lie. It’s
Christianity for consumers: Christianity Lite, the redirection,
watering down, and misinterpretation of the biblical gospel
in an attempt to make it more palatable and popular. It
tastes great going down and settles light. It seems to salve
your feelings and scratch your itch; it’s custom-tailored to
your preferences. But that lightness will never fill you up
with the true, saving gospel of Jesus Christ, because it is
designed by man and not God, and it is hollow and
worthless.
In fact, it’s worse than worthless, because people who
hear the message of Christianity Lite think they’re hearing
the gospel—think they’re being rescued from eternal
judgment—when, in fact, they’re being tragically misled. 143
Consumer evangelism simply asks the question, “Does it
work,” not attempting to ask the more important question, “Does it
make true disciples?” Another friend of mine, who pastored
probably the wealthiest protestant church in America, embraced
consumer and psychological religion and appeared to be one of
the most successful pastors on the scene until he was exposed
for serial adulteries in his own church. Being dismissed from his
pulpit, he tried to begin several churches but failed and died in
despair at middle age.

5. Need-Centered Evangelism

During the post-World War II era, millions of Amer-icans
had been traumatized by the horror of war, a “raw nerve was
discovered in the American psyche.” 144 There appeared on the
scene several charismatic personalities who addressed the
confusion, loneliness, mental illnesses, their neuroses and guilt,
such as Norman Vincent Peal, whose book on The Power of
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Positive Thinking became a best seller and whose devotees were
many.
Bishop Fulton J. Sheen mesmerized the public with his
intriguing assurance that everyone could enjoy peace of mind
through positive thinking, with no mention of their rebellion
against God and need for repentance. These well-intended
preachers of peace failed to make transition from felt needs
(stress, loneliness, depression) to the real problems (separation
from God because of sin).
Need-centered evangelism preaches the gospel not
primarily as a solution for sinfulness but as a cure for life’s
miserable problems. Because of this, millions are attracted by the
promise to get a universal remedy for all their frustrations in
modern life. Ray Comfort recognizes this false approach when he
says, “The tragedy of modern evangelism is that… the church
forsook the Law in its capacity to convert the soul and drive
sinners to Christ. Modern evangelism therefore had to find
another reason for sinners to respond to the gospel, and the
reason it chose was the issue of ‘life enhancement.’ The gospel
degenerated into ‘Jesus Christ will give you peace, joy, love,
fulfillment, and lasting happiness.’” 145
Consequently, a generation has arisen who wants Jesus as
a cure-all for their problems, not as a Savior but as a “spiritual
tranquilizer” who will instantaneously remove the disastrous
effect of a life dominated by “King Self” rather than “King Jesus.” It
is difficult to combat teaching that seems to promise everything
we need without any real sacrifice and that is being popularized by
men of great intellect and, in many cases, good motives. However,
even if our motives are good, we desperately need to make clear
that the lost person’s real need is repentance of sin and the
Lordship of Jesus Christ and the sacrificial pursuit of holiness as
lifestyle (Hebrews 12:14).
R. Alan Day challenges each method, declaring, “Hollywood
evangelism may draw large crowds; consumer evangelism may
make suburban Christians feel better about themselves;
psychologized evangelism may help the church to appear relevant;
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and need-centered evangelism may make the church seem
compassionate. In all these approaches, however, the church risks
changing the message as well as the method.” 146

The Gospel Invitation
Billy Graham has often said, “Every person Jesus called in
the New Testament, He asked them to come out openly.” His
ministry, beginning in 1949, soon spread to Europe, and he
“deplored” that the invitation was non-existent in the evangelical
churches of Europe.
Jesus Himself said, “Therefore whoever confesses Me
before men, him I will also confess before My Father who is in
heaven. But whoever denies Me before men, him I will also deny
before My Father who is in heaven.” (Matthew 10:32-33)
I experienced the gravity of Jesus’ words while preaching
in Havana, Cuba about six months after Castro came to power.
One evening as I was preaching, I noted that policemen lined the
walls of the church. I gave an invitation, and twenty-eight brave
souls came forth and stood openly and bravely before the
congregation. At that point an elderly gentleman stood and
looking the twenty-eight in the eye, he congratulated them with
these very words of Jesus in Matthew 10:32-33, quoted above.
The importance of following up a gospel-driven message
with an honest, passionate, and urgent invitation for those whom
the Holy Spirit has already converted or convicted to come
forward and be saved, or to make their profession public cannot
be minimized. However, in my experience, I have discovered that
about 75 percent of those who respond to an invitation are not
saved but only convicted of their lostness and desire to be saved.
Therefore, each respondent should be questioned by a competent
instructor to determine his or her spiritual condition and dealt with
accordingly. Such an invitation is beautiful and honors Christ.
When the invitation is mishandled, though, it is deceptive
and dishonest. When the invitation is extended for “all to come,”
143

and all who do come to be pronounced as “saved,” and even voted
in as members of the church, it is not best and should be avoided.
Paul Washer describes how the conversation develops
between altar worker and child. Some well-meaning person stands
up and says, “Isn’t Jesus wonderful?’ after showing The Jesus
Film. The children respond, “Yes.” The worker asks, “Do you love
Jesus?” The children respond, “Oh, I do.” The worker says, “Don’t
you want to accept Jesus you’re your heart?” The children reply,
“Oh, I do,” and they are told they are “saved”, which normally
results in the child being baptized.147
In the book Fool’s Gold, Carey Hardy gives a personal
account of a Vacation Bible School “altar call” that was simply
manipulation and coercion:
I’m personally reminded of the worst altar call I’ve ever
witnessed… A staff pastor set two galvanized trash cans
on the stage. One can was marked “Heaven,” and one was
marked “Hell.” Each child was given a card and was told to
write his or her name on it. The pastor then gave the
instructions, “I want you to form a line. Then come by and
drop your card, either in the can marked ‘Heaven’ or the
one marked ‘Hell.’ Make your decision now. Make your
choice.” To make things worse, in the one marked “Hell” he
literally built a fire. There in the worship center, of all
places, flames and smoke were spewing out of this
galvanized trash can! Needless to say, the kids’ response
was overwhelming. All of those children got saved! Or did
they? In many cases, probably not. They were merely
responding (as any human being would) to the
manipulative techniques of the altar call. 148
Though this account is certainly extreme, it does
emphasize the fact that such foolishness can happen if care and
foresight are not employed. Though some of those children may
have surrendered to Christ, the vast majority went away either
misunderstanding salvation and the gospel or feeling a false
sense of security because their “card” was thrown in the can
marked “Heaven.” Is that all that is required to be faithful
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proclaimers of the gospel? The staff pastor’s heart to reach
children for Christ can be applauded for zeal, but that zeal was
void of knowledge (see Romans 10:2).
One of my sons asked Jesus to come into his heart at the
age of nine but discovered a year later that he was lost. He came
to me saying he had only joined the church along with his peers
but never repented and trusted Jesus as Lord and Savior. But then
he did, and today he is almost an invalid in a wheelchair but
radiant in the Lord. I shudder to think of his spirit today if he was
an unsaved church member.
I (Josh) was baptized as a young child, and I remember
distinctly when I went to the altar during a youth camp at the age
of fourteen, truly turned from my sin and turned to Jesus and was
gloriously converted. Though no one prompted me, I was
convicted by the Holy Spirit and knew I was a lost sinner. Before
this time, although I was in church every week and everyone would
have been soothed into thinking that I was a Christian, I was lost.
When I came home, as I told others of my decision to
follow Christ, even those who loved me could not be persuaded
that I had genuinely been converted. They would rather believe I
had merely “rededicated” my life to Christ than to think that before
that time I was lost.

The Answer for Americanized Evangelism
Several issues have been raised in this chapter, and the
problems may not be easy to correct. However, every church
leader, from pastors to deacons and Sunday school leaders, have
an obligation to be as faithful to the gospel as possible and as
thorough as possible with those who need Jesus. Church leaders
should make a solemn commitment before God to not practice
shallow techniques in their evangelistic endeavors. They may have
good intentions but mishandling the salvation of lost souls will
have eternal consequences.
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First, in the area of evangelism, this book, we trust, will
encourage you to return to a biblical message for lost sinners if
you are not already doing so. Larry Crabb describes a Christmas
Eve service he attended where the gospel was not clearly
preached:
The sermon, carefully scripted, but engagingly
delivered, also declared a clear message: we can see the
face of God in all God’s children, in all people, Christian,
Jew, Muslim, skeptic, whoever. Conversion isn’t necessary.
Acceptance is the route to peace. At least that’s how I
heard it. The pastor went on. We live in the darkness of
exclusivism that brings loneliness and judgment. But the
light of Jesus has dawned. And we live in His light when
we love all people as they are and open ourselves to being
loved in return. I heard nothing to suggest that conversion
from something wrong to something right, from lies to
truth, from Satan to Jesus, was necessary. If it was, it has
already happened to everyone. The money is already in the
bank. All that’s left to do is spend it. Don’t hate, love. Don’t
exclude or judge; include, accept. That was the message… I
felt a momentary urge to rip the clip-on microphone off the
pastor’s robes and shout to the crowd, “Are you saved? Do
you realize that the child born in Bethlehem was the man
who went to Calvary to die for your sins and mine? Do you
really believe that you’re nice people enjoyed by a nice God
as you live nice lives?” 149
If the gospel you are presenting is void of repentance from
sin and faith in the work of Christ, it must be re-placed with the
message of Holy Scripture. Each outreach event should be used to
make a clear, compelling proclamation of the gospel of Jesus
Christ.
Second, instead of relying solely on “outreach events” to
draw men to Christ, the church must return to training people to be
personal soul-winners. The modern church growth movement has
replaced one-to-one evangelism with outreach that merely
convinces congregants to invite people to church, and then the
church service will tell them about Jesus. This has created an
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atmosphere where the average church member does not know
how to lead a lost soul to Christ. We have strayed from Acts 20:20,
where the gospel was proclaimed “publicly and from house to
house.”
Personal evangelism saturated the New Testament church
culture:
•

Matthew brought many of his friends to meet Jesus. (Mark
2:13–15)

•

Cornelius, as he was seeking Christ, brought “his relatives
and close friends” to hear the gospel. And they believed.
(Acts l0:24, 44)

•

When the Lord opened Lydia’s heart to the Good News, she
brought all “the members of her household” to salvation
too. (Acts 16:15)

•

Timothy, Paul’s disciple and protégé, was brought to faith
by the personal evangelism of his mother and
grandmother. (2 Timothy 1:5)

•

The Ethiopian eunuch heard the gospel in a one-on-one
conversation (Acts 8:26–40), as did multiple prison guards,
including the Philippian jailer (Acts 16:31) and later the
“whole palace guard” (Philippians 1:13) as well as many in
“Caesar’s household” (Philippians 4:22). 150

Third, when it comes to public invitations, those persons
who are won to Christ on a personal level should make their
professions public in a local church after an invitation has been
made. Those persons, who have not been previously counseled,
should be given the necessary time and attention to ascertain the
condition of their hearts.
Charles Spurgeon would preach the gospel and give no
invitation whatsoever. There was no hand raising, no coming
forward, and no praying the sinner’s prayer. He did invite people to
come to see him or his deacons to discuss their conversion. Each
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person who joined his church was personally interviewed by
Spurgeon about his or her conversion. Spurgeon urged those who
were not converted to come to Jesus and trust him for
salvation. 151
We believe there is still a place for the public invitation in
local church services; however, Spurgeon’s practice does correctly
emphasize the place of decision counseling before the church
publicly affirms that individual.
Mark Dever offers pastoral wisdom and evangelistic zeal
when he says, “When I evangelize, I attempt to convey three things
to people about the decision that must be made about the gospel:
The decision is costly, so it must be carefully considered (see
Luke 9:62), the decision is urgent, so make it soon (see Luke
12:20), and the decision is worth it, so you want to make it (see
John 10:10).” 152
Jesus Christ went through the ultimate sacrificial death
because He was heaven’s only option for humanity. No one else
could pay for the sins of the world except Jesus. Through the
Great Commission, He invites His followers to be part of solution,
spreading that good news to all who will hear. The gospel must be
preached, but in the enthusiasm of having evangelistic “success,”
the message must not be mishandled. Though these steps cannot
guarantee perfect success, it will certainly provide a much-needed
safeguard against the easy believism and Americanized
evangelism that has been so dominant in the modern church.

Empathetic Suggestion
Brother Pastor, we must return to the commission of our
Lord. The methods may be numerous and diverse, but the
message must remain clear and intact. The only prescription to
the kind of church that is filling with unconverted church members
is to be absolutely clear in our gospel presentation and invitation.
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WATERED-DOWN:
BAPTIZING FOR THE SAVED
OR FOR NUMBERS?
Eighty percent of America's churches are plateaued or
declining. Of the other 20 percent, 19 percent are growing
by swapping members and baptizing their own children. In
this atmosphere the pressure to "produce" may tempt
pastors to be overly aggressive in evangelizing their
children. Few issues in your ministry will need to be handled
with greater sensitivity than the question of "childhood
conversion." As with adults, the conversion of children must
always be allowed to take place by the sovereign movement
of the Holy Spirit and not through human manipulation.
- John Bisagno 153
Noah was an evangelist who saved only eight people.
I’m sure he wanted many more to come onto the ark. But he
didn’t entice them to come by promising a brief cruise or a
free ticket to the Ark Zoo. There was a prerequisite to
getting on the ark – you had to believe the message and
repent of your sin. We can get so desirous of growth that we
sacrifice doctrine to make the message more palatable or
rely on gimmicks to attract people. We are to go into all the
world and make disciples not just add numbers.
Bob Russell 154
Jesus began His ministry by being baptized, and He
concluded His ministry by commanding all believers to be
baptized. This means that baptism is not incidental or optional but
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mandatory, for it is clearly commanded by Jesus and practiced by
the early church (Matthew 28:19–20; Acts 2:41).
The Greek word for baptism is baptizo. The King James
translators, who were paedobaptists (ones who practiced infant
baptism), did not translate this word into English but Anglicized
(transliterated) it into the English word “baptize,” leaving room for
readers to make their own translation. However, several Greek
scholars, including paedobaptists such as Calvin, Luther, and
Wesley, agree that the meaning of the Greek word baptizo is “to
immerse.”
The way that baptism is described in the New Testament is
clearly by immersion (see Mark 1:8; John 3:23; Acts 8:38; Matthew
3:16; Romans 6:4). Baptism is the outward confession of the
gospel of salvation and also a personal confession of one’s
experience of that salvation. We can thus summarize the meaning
of baptism in two simple statements:
•

Baptism pictures what happened to Christ when He
purchased for us a place in heaven.

•

Baptism pictures what happens to any individual who is
truly born again and qualified to enter heaven.

Baptism is not a confession of Christian maturity
(sanctification) but a confession of one’s entrance into God’s
kingdom and the Christian life. Therefore, baptism should occur
as soon as one knows he is truly saved. On the day of Pentecost,
over three thousand persons were baptized (Acts 2:41), for all of
them were truly born again. This is the ideal. However, in the
confusion of our times, caution should be taken prior to baptism,
especially with young children.
The devil has several ways to kill a church, and the
baptizing of the lost in many churches is one of his most effective
ways. There are three non-negotiable truths about baptism:
•

Only born-again persons can be Scripturally baptized.
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•

Baptism should be by immersion to signify Christ’s death,
burial and resurrection and also the believer’s death to sin
and resurrection to new life in Christ.

•

Baptism should never be done to get mere numbers on our
church roles, but only to identify truly born-again
individuals.

When these rules are followed, baptism is a beautiful
testimony of the triumph of God’s saving grace in the lives of true
believers. On the other hand, it is a stark tragedy, both for the
individual and church, when these rules are violated. The baptism
of an unsaved adult is a grievous error; and the baptism, even
though by immersion, of a child too young to understand the
gospel is a plain tragedy.
Churches and pastors should believe in child evangelism
and rejoice in seeing young children come to Christ, but they
should also be alarmed to read how many young children are
being baptized into churches, especially Southern Baptist
churches, and placed on the roll as having been saved. As a pastor
I dealt with hundreds who had been baptized only to discover they
were not saved, and I fear there were far more who were baptized
as children, but their pride would not let them admit it.
The irony is that Baptists insist on baptizing by immersion
and disfavor infant baptism, yet they baptize many who are only
slightly older than infants, making them guilty of infant baptism by
immersion! It is more important that the candidate be eligible for
baptism than the mode of baptism. Our Baptist forefathers
believed in immersion, but they were more concerned about whom
they baptized more than the way they baptized them.
According to Southern Baptist Convention statistics, 155 the
total number of baptisms in 1971 was 409,659, and the total
number of baptisms of children age five and below was 1,899. As
of 2010, although the total number of baptisms has declined to
331,008, the number of baptisms of children age five and below
nearly doubled to 3,356. Only two years from 1971 to 1978 were
more than 2,000 children age five and below baptized. In contrast,
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from 1979 to 2010, not one year were there less than 2,000
children age five and below baptized. On average during those
thirty-two years, there were 3,485 children age five and below
baptized. Think of those statistics of the children represented by
those numbers.
Missionary David Rogers (son of the late Adrian Rogers)
once reported, “In 2006, 118,741 of the 364,826 baptisms in the
Southern Baptist Convention (32.5 percent) were of children age
eleven and below. Of these, 4,179 were of children age five and
below. Some have suggested, as churches are increasingly
reporting baptisms of even preschool children, that we come to
grips with the practice among us of ‘semi-infant’ or ‘toddler
baptism.’ ” 156
I am a Southern Baptist minister, and over the years I have
watched as thousands of young children, ranging from three to
five years, have been baptized in our local churches. One may well
wonder how many of these children are able to grasp the death,
burial, and resurrection of Jesus.
Charles Spurgeon did say, “A child of five, if properly
instructed, can as truly believe and be regenerated as any adult.”
One does not want to discredit the work of the Spirit in a child’s
heart, and the possibility of true regeneration. History does record
genuine conversions of individuals who were quite young, such as
Sarah Pierpont, mother of Jonathan Edwards. Corrie Ten Boom
was five, Jonathan Edwards was seven, Zinzendorf was four.
However, though children can be converted at a young age, there
is danger in pursuing water baptism too early when the child is not
ready. The danger comes when we assume they understand the
meaning of baptism when we really don’t know their thoughts.
Today it seems that many children are being persuaded,
often even manipulated, to profess faith in Jesus and get baptized
and get added to our church rolls without understanding the
message of the gospel—not even the fact that they are lost. In fact,
it appears that what is transpiring in our midst is tantamount to
infant baptism, although by immersion.
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Most of our evangelical forefathers opposed sprinkling as
a mode of baptism. However, they were even more concerned
about the spiritual state of the individuals being baptized than they
were the mode of baptism. They insisted that the typical infant is
incapable of believing the gospel and being saved. In our day, we
cling to immersion, even in the case of young children. Yet at the
same time, many are guilty of practicing the error so opposed by
our forefathers—the baptizing of unregenerate children. This
practice contributes to an unregenerate church that includes
thousands who are unprepared to enter heaven when they die.
The question to consider is, “At what age can a child
exercise saving faith and thus meet the requirements for believer’s
baptism?” Parents in Christian homes often ask this question, as
one authority on Baptist doctrine explains:
Parents are charged to raise their children “in the
training and instruction of the Lord” (Eph. 6:4). As they do,
quite often children at a tender age will make professions
of faith. Parents will then frequently speak with their pastor.
They want to do nothing to discourage their child’s love for
their Lord or act like they think the child is lying, yet they
know that children’s decisions can be made out of a desire
to please parents or because their friends have made a
similar decision. 157
Pastor John Bisagno recommends a six-week preparation
course for baptism and membership for children and adults prior
to their baptism. Though this is a helpful process, there is no
biblical precedent for this requirement. “Children in churches that
offer catechism should be made to understand clearly that
completing the catechism, answering the questions, and being
baptized is not tantamount to being born again.” 158
Bisagno contends that a church’s evangelistic crusades,
camps, and Bible schools, where a “decision service” is
emphasized, “should always be only for older children.
Preschoolers, first-graders, second-graders, and perhaps even
third-graders should not be involved. That is not to say some
second-graders and third-graders may not be ready to make a
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decision for Christ. It is to say that we must not do that which is
conducive to hurrying the process. Conversions of children at
earlier ages usually happen best at home.” 159
Bisagno gives reasons why he certainly believes
conversion of children can happen at “virtually any age.” Note the
following:
1. The allure of sin. Children are being exposed to sin at
an earlier and earlier age… Sin appeals and sin addicts. The
older one becomes, the harder it is to turn from sin to
Christ.
2. The ability of the children to understand… Repentance
and faith are at the core of the conversion transaction. You
don't need to worry about an adult's love of sin. He has
plenty of that by experience. You have to be concerned,
however, about his faith. It is not easy for adults to believe.
With children, it is exactly the opposite. They have plenty of
faith. It is easy for them to believe in Jesus. You do,
however, have to worry about their knowledge of sin. Be
certain they understand not only what sin is, but that they
have a personal conviction of guilt about their own sin.
Help them to understand that sin is not simply disobeying
mommy and daddy; it is disobeying God.
3. Children are not ashamed. Jesus said, "Confess me
before men and I will confess you before my Father which
is in heaven. Deny me before men and I will deny you
before my Father which is in Heaven" (see Matt. 10:32-33).
When children "walk the aisle," looking around, chewing
their gum, and smiling, it is not because they are not
sincere. It is because they are not inhibited.
4. Children have their entire life to give to Christ. Charles
Haddon Spurgeon stepped off the train upon his return
from an evangelistic meeting in a small church. One of his
men greeted him and said, "Pastor, how many were
saved?" "Two and one-half," Dr. Spurgeon replied. "Two and
one-half?" questioned the friend. "Yes. Two children and
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one adult. The two children have their entire life to live for
Jesus. The adult has only half." 160
In considering whether a child should be water baptized,
these questions 161 should be asked:
Does the child understand what it means to be saved?
These concepts, though understood on the level of a child, are
essential for salvation:
•

Do they understand that they have sinned?

•

Do they understand that their sin is against God, not simply
against Mommy or Daddy?

•

Do they understand and make the decision to turn from
their sin and turn to Jesus? (That’s the recognition that they
need a Savior, and repentance.)

•

Do they understand and make the decision to believe that
Jesus died on the cross for their sins? (That’s calling Him
Savior.)

•

Do they understand and make the decision to place Jesus
in charge of their lives? (That’s making Him Lord.)

Does the child understand the difference between
salvation and water baptism? Pastors and parents should really
make certain that the child understands that salvation does not
come from a baptism, but from a decision to follow Christ.
I (Josh) explain the difference between salvation and water
baptism by the illustration of the wedding ring. I take my wedding
ring off my hand and ask, “Am I still married?” The answer, of
course, is usually yes, and I go on to explain that the wedding ring
shows others that I am married and I am not ashamed of my wife.
The wedding ceremony made me married, not the ring. Then I
transition and tell the child, “A person is saved when he trusts
what Jesus did on the cross. A person is saved when he says he
no longer wants to live for sin, but he wants to live for Jesus. A
155

person is saved when he says, ‘Jesus, come into my life.’ When he
is baptized, he is telling everyone in the audience that he is not
ashamed of this.”
Generally speaking, a child’s readiness for baptism can be
measured when he understands what it means to be saved, when
he has personally accepted Jesus into his heart, and when he
shows a desire to love and obey Jesus. Pastors and parents need
to be careful about pressuring a child to be baptized. Parents need
to be told that waiting is okay. Salvation is primary, and baptism is
an outward symbol of the inward reality of a changed heart.
Trevin Wax, managing editor for LifeWay’s Gospel Project,
has wrestled with the issue of childhood baptisms and has
developed four principles that should be considered:
1. We should actively share the gospel with our children, and
we should encourage them when they trust Christ.
2. Those who are baptized must be able to make a credible
profession of faith.
3. There is wisdom in delaying baptism for young children.
4. Delaying baptism does not mean we should consider
childhood baptisms invalid. 162
Moving forward, children must never be made to feel that
they are too young to understand the gospel or should hold off
trusting in Christ, but there is pastoral and parental wisdom in
waiting for water baptism. By contrast, untold multitudes have
been given a false comfort of their salvation because they entered
the waters of baptism too soon and were never properly instructed
prior to the event. Wax concludes, “To be clear, I do not consider
childhood baptisms invalid. I myself was baptized when I was
eight. But I do believe that we should be very careful in how we
handle the precious little ones that the Lord has entrusted to our
care—neither discouraging them from believing in Christ nor giving
them false assurance of their decision by speedily baptizing
them.” 163
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We must never forget how Jesus scolded His disciples
who kept children from coming to Him. Mark 10:14 says, “But
when Jesus saw it, He was greatly displeased and said to them,
‘Let the little children come to Me, and do not forbid them; for of
such is the kingdom of God.’ ” The Message paraphrase reads,
“Jesus was irate and let them know it. ‘Don’t push these children
away. Don’t ever get between them and Me.’ ”
Additionally, Mark 9:42 says, “And whosoever shall offend
one of these little ones that believe in me, it is better for him that a
millstone were hanged about his neck, and he were cast into the
sea” (KJV). The word offend means “impede forward progress.”
Bisagno encourages us to “Let God do the work. He knows the
right time for each child. Don’t do anything to manipulate the
process, but don't stand in the way when it begins to happen.” 164

Empathetic Suggestion
Children are important to the heart of Jesus and should
also be important to the heart of pastors and churches. The
primary principle we must follow is to be encouraging toward a
child’s decision to accept Christ and cautious toward a child’s
decision to be water baptized. Help parents understand why and
ask the Holy Spirit to help you discern each candidate individually
as to his spiritual condition.
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OPTIONAL DISCIPLESHIP:
WHEN THE GREAT COMMISSION
BECOMES THE GREAT OMISSION
Some today think that a person can be a “baby
Christian” for a whole lifetime. Growth is treated as an
optional extra for zealous disciples. But growth is a sign of
life. If a tree is alive, it grows. If an animal is alive, it grows.
Being alive means growing, and growing means increasing
and advancing, at least until death intercedes.
– Mark Dever 165
Unfortunately non-discipleship “Christianity” dominates
much of the thinking of the contemporary church. In
addition to sucking the strength from the church,
Christianity without discipleship causes the church to
assimilate itself into the culture. And sadly, whenever the
difference between the church’s and culture’s definition of
morality ceases to exist, the church loses its power and
authority. Many mainline churches depart from orthodoxy
because they reject the absolute authority of Scripture.
However, many evangelical churches pose an even more
subtle danger by departing from the gospel that calls on all
believers to be disciples and follow Christ in obedience. As
a result, we evangelicals accept and even encourage a twolevel Christian experience in which only serious Christians
pursue and practice discipleship, while grace and
forgiveness is enough for everyone else.
- Bill Hull 166
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We might call non-discipleship Christianity the elephant
in the room. We deny that the elephant is there. We throw a
huge tablecloth over it and call it a coffee table. But the cost
of ignoring non-discipleship Christianity is staggering: We
forfeit both a predominantly vibrant church and the
fulfillment of the Great Commission. We feed the elephant
and he stays strong and dominant. What does he eat? His
favorite dish is that everyone’s commitment level is
“acceptable.” This entrée comes with a side dish of meeting
the demands of the immature and passive-aggressive
underachievers. For dessert, the elephant gobbles up
occupied church leaders forced to arbitrate conflict among
people vying for power… The cost is so high because nondiscipleship Christianity leaves wasted lives.
- Bill Hull 167
Peter Pan was the famous boy who refused to grow up and
continued living in Never-Never Land. Many Christians today are
living in a spiritual “Never-Never Land,” refusing to grow past the
stage of childhood. When a person doesn’t properly grow up
physically, everyone knows something is wrong. When a person
doesn’t prop-erly grow up emotionally, everyone notices
something is wrong. At the same time, there is something wrong
when a Christian simply does not grow up spiritually. Truly, one of
the saddest developments in evangelicalism has been the
teaching that one can be a Christian without being a disciple.
Additionally, though the Great Commission of our Lord Jesus
Christ was to “make disciples” (Matthew 28:18–20), the church
has lost this vision.

The Responsibility of the Local Church
In examining the landscape of local churches and their
congregants, the clear priorities are not spiritual formation and
discipleship, but the three “Bs”: budgets, bodies, and baptisms. If a
local church can have enough money to fund its programs and if
there is growth numerically, everything else seems to be doing just
160

fine. The numbers reinforce this feeling with the leadership.
Where’s the motivation to grow deep?
A Christianity Today editorial entitled “Make Disciples, Not
Just Converts” highlighted the weaknesses of churches that are a
mile long and an inch deep:
Two years ago the Chicago Tribune reported the story
of a mother who let her nine children, aged 8 months to 11
years, fend for themselves in a gritty apartment filled with
trash and excrement. Public officials, responding to a
neighbor’s call, entered the apartment at 2 A.M. and took
the children into custody. The mother, said the owner of
the apartment building, was more interested in partying
late than in caring for her children. The public was (rightly)
outraged by this maternal malfeasance. Evangelical
Christians commit the moral equivalent of such child
abuse when they pour all their energies into evangelistic
programs and fail to make sure that spiritual newborns are
given the nurture they need to grow into healthy, mature
followers of Jesus. 168
Men’s ministry expert, Patrick Morley, spoke of his own
dad, Bob, who was abandoned by his father when he was only two
years of age. Bob and his three siblings were raised by a single
mom. Morley says that his dad had to guess at what it meant to
be a man, husband and a father because of that abandonment.
When Bob became an adult, he wanted something different for his
children, so he joined a church for help. Unfortunately, Bob’s
church had a vision to put him to work, but no vision to disciple
him to be a godly man, husband, and father. As a result, he
became successful as a worker, but as a disciple he got left
behind. So, at the age of forty, when he was the top lay leader in
the church, and Patrick was in tenth grade, he just got burned out
and left the church. That single decision put Bob’s family into a
tailspin from which, even after forty years, the family had not
recovered: two high school dropouts, drug addiction, alcoholism,
employment problems, and divorce. One brother died of a heroin
overdose.
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Morley reflects, “I can’t help but wonder how our family
would have been different if our church had offered a men’s
discipleship ministry…My wife led me to Christ…Our two children
love Christ and have both married Christian spouses…” What was
the difference between Patrick and his father? Patrick got involved
in a church that had a vision to disciple him to live like Christ.
Morley states, “If my dad were still alive he would say, ‘I am
responsible for taking us out of church,’ but the church must also
accept some responsibility. As a church, they had a vision for
putting Bob to work, but they didn’t have a vision for helping him
become a disciple.” 169
Though this story is lamentable, it could be repeated in
countless church settings. George Barna has reported, “Churches
have done a good job of promoting the importance of spiritual
maturity, but they have mostly failed to provide an environment in
which spiritual growth is a lifestyle. Instead of becoming a natural
extension of one’s spiritual journey, steady spiritual growth has
become the exception to the rule, the domain of the Spiritual
superstars and fanatics.” 170 Churches must regain a vision for
making disciples, not just converts. There must be intentional
goals to disciple congregants in the church, not simply use them
to work and serve. The Church of the Lord Jesus Christ must heed
the prophetic voice of Vance Havner, who once said, “It’s
discipleship or disaster!”

How can we know if Christians are True Disciples?
How does the New Testament use the word “disciple”?
First of all, the original twelve followers of Jesus were called
“disciples” (Matthew 10:1). Most references to disciples in the
New Testament refer to these twelve. However, Luke, the eminent
historian, speaks of “the whole multitude of disciples” (Luke
19:37), indicating that there were disciples in addition to the
twelve who were not ordained to write the New Testament and
establish the New Testament churches but who were totally
surrendered and obedient to their Lord Jesus Christ.
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The mandate of the Great Commission says, “Go into all
the world and make disciples” not just believers. The Greek verb
matheteuo comes from the same root word as the noun mathetes
(disciples). Though many see the command to “go,” the Greek
structure of this verse enforces the idea of making disciples “as
you are going” by baptizing and teaching. 171 Jesus’ followers
must “go” in order to make disciples. The two present participles
“baptizing” and “teaching” specify the manner in which disciples
are to be made. Thus, the call of our risen Lord to His churches is
to “make disciples” of all nations (Matthew 28:18–20).
The most obedient persons of the Lord Jesus Christ were
His first followers, as described in the book of Acts. So how did
those early followers interpret the meaning of a disciple? It would
appear that they believed “disciple” refers to all Christians. In Acts
6:1 it is stated, “the disciples were increasing in number.” In Acts
11:26 we read, “The disciples were first called Christians in
Antioch.” This simply means disciple equals believer equals
Christian. In the book of Acts, a disciple is a believer, and all
believers are called disciples.
As one observer so aptly declared, “It is my contention that
the advocates of easy believism have created a special class of
super Christians (called disciples) in order to justify and explain
the host of nominal Christians whose names decorate the rolls of
churches but whose hearts have never yielded to Christ.” 172
One authority on discipleship notes:
The common teaching is that a Christian is someone
who by faith accepts Jesus as Savior, receives eternal life,
and is safe and secure in the family of God; a disciple is a
more serious Christian active in the practice of the spiritual
disciplines and engaged in evangelizing and training
others. But I must be blunt: I find no biblical evidence for a
separation of Christian from disciple. In answer to the ageold question, “Are disciples born or made?” I contend they
are born to be made. The vision Jesus set into motion
meant finding and training more people like the Eleven, a
lifelong experience where imperfect people would be
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shaped into his likeness – marked by progress, not
perfection. 173
It is a disturbing fact that an increasing number of church
members (perhaps running into the millions) want a ticket to
heaven but not a new heart. They desire happiness, but the last
thing they want is holiness. Still Hebrews 12:14 plainly declares
that “without holiness no one shall see the Lord.” Intellectual
assent to the facts of the gospel is not enough; the demons do as
much (James 2:19), but still hate God and work to destroy His
people. Jesus Himself spoke the last word on discipleship when
He said to His followers, “If you abide in Me, then you are my
disciples indeed, and you shall know the truth and the truth will set
you free” (John 8:31–32), which the context refers to being set
free from sin.
Chasing numbers and dollars is much easier than growing
deep and doing life-on-life discipleship, but the mandate could not
be clearer. Jesus did not tell His disciples to make converts or get
them into the building but to make disciples, or literally, learners.
Luke 6:40 says, “A disciple is not above his teacher, but everyone
who is perfectly trained will be like his teacher.” The commitment
of the local church must be that of making disciples, not in merely
baptizing converts.

The Responsibility of the Individual
Though the local church must do better at “making
disciples,” as Morley stated, there is a responsibility on the
individual to grow in his faith as well. Hebrews 5:12 reads, “For
though by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone
to teach you again the first principles of the oracles of God; and
you have come to need milk and not solid food.” This passage is
about a person who should have grown up a long time ago but
refused to. The individual has some responsibility in the matter.
Pastor Thabiti Anyabwile believes “that the most chronic
problem facing churches and Christians is the lack of consistent
spiritual growth and progress in discipleship. We all know
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Christians who have confessed faith and repentance, yet who
sadly admit that they have not grown in some time.” 174 He goes on
to illustrate two different “varieties”:
There is the temporary plateau or spiritual rut that
every Christian experiences and must overcome from time
to time. This is normal and shouldn’t cause too much
alarm. Perhaps routines need to be changed or focus
renewed, but the problem isn’t chronic yet. But then there
is the chronic variety. Here, people may not be able to
perceive much growth over a prolonged period of time.
They’ve fallen into something deeper than a rut. They’re
not just “stuck,” struggling to get free; they’ve settled into a
spiritual slumber. If they have been in this sleep for some
time, perhaps they believe that there is no more growth to
be had or even that following Christ is a shallow, hollow
thing. The expectation of growth may be abandoned. Pride
may be asserting, “I’ve arrived spiritually and there’s really
not much more growing to do.” Where this happens there
should be great alarm! In our largely individualistic and
privatized spiritual worlds, such trouble can go unnoticed,
unspoken, and uncorrected for some time.175
The writer of the book of Hebrews exhorts us to, “Let us
leave the elementary teaching about Christ and go on to maturity”
(Hebrews 6:1). The Christian life is a process of growth in
knowledge and experience with our Lord. Our pilgrimage with
Christ is not completed at the time of salvation. That is only the
beginning. When someone is born again, he really is a spiritual
baby, an infant in Christ. Have you ever heard a baby coo and
babble? While he is an infant such “talking” is cute and adorable.
When he is three and four years old, however, it becomes
annoying and unfitting.
You may witness a young child with his thumb in his mouth
for comfort and think nothing of it. However, at age twenty-five, it
would be unbecoming for a man to still put his thumb in his mouth
for any reason. The point is that at one time in your pilgrimage
there are accepted immaturities, but as you go along in your
Christian life, immaturities become more and more unbecoming
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and distasteful. Therefore, a Christian must continually press on
toward maturity and spiritual growth.
Such was the need of the church at Corinth. “Brothers, I
could not address you as spiritual but as worldly—mere infants in
Christ. I gave you milk, not solid food, for you were not yet ready
for it. You are still worldly” (1 Corinthians 3:1–3). The Corinthians
should have been more mature than they were; they were not
acting their age spiritually. They were acting divisively, worldly,
immorally, and unchristian in many ways. Paul’s message to them
was to put an end to all of this spiritual childishness and to go on
to maturity.

The Goal is Christ-likeness
God’s purpose for every Christian is that he or she may
develop into Christ-likeness or godliness. Romans 8:29 says, “For
whom He foreknew, He also predestined to be conformed to the
image of His Son.”
Ephesians 4:13–15 reads, “Till we all come to the unity of
the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a perfect man,
to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ; that we
should no longer be children, tossed to and fro and carried about
with every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, in the cunning
craftiness of deceitful plotting, but, speaking the truth in love, may
grow up in all things into Him who is the head—Christ.”
Adrian Rogers once said:
The ultimate yardstick of your life as a believer is not
how much you know but how much you grow… When I was
a kid, my parents let us stand against a wall in the house. A
mark was then placed on the wall that measured our
height. From time to time, we would stand with our backs
straight against that wall to see if we were growing… God
measures His children with a different standard, “the
measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ (Eph.
4:13).”
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The standard and goal of your maturity is that you are
to be like the Lord Jesus Christ. As a kid, I would measure
my growth against that of my brother. It is time that we as
Christians quit comparing ourselves with others and
measure ourselves by Him. We may look fairly good if we
compare ourselves with others, but Jesus is the standard.
Are you becoming more and more like Him?176

The Need for Mentoring
It is certainly possible for one to discipline himself through
his own personal commitment, but this type of person is rare. G.
K. Chesterton once said, “Christianity has not so much been tried
and found wanting, as it has been found difficult and left
untried.” 177 The undisciplined flesh and the undisciplined culture
make it difficult to grow in spiritual depth on an individual basis.
Jesus established the local church so that spiritual growth could
happen in the context of community. Most people need someone
who will come alongside them to encourage them in discipline
and also to hold them accountable.
The undisciplined flesh and the undisciplined culture make
it difficult to grow in spiritual depth on an individual basis. Jesus
established the local church so that spiritual growth could happen
in the context of community. Most people need someone who will
come alongside them to encourage them in discipline and also to
hold them accountable.
Tom Landry, coach of the Dallas Cowboys, for three
decades, said "The job of a football coach is to make men do what
they don't want to do in order to achieve what they have always
wanted to be."178 Likewise, Christians are called to grow spiritually
by doing things they would rather not do—pursue the spiritual
disciplines—in order to become what they have always wanted to
be, that is, like Jesus Christ. The spiritual disciplines are the Godgiven means we are to use in the spirit-filled pursuit of godliness.
However, to submit to the disciplines, one needs a coach, guide,
model, advisor, or a mentor.
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The concept of mentoring is as old as the Bible. In fact, the
word mentor comes from the ancient Greeks. When the Greek
warrior Odysseus went off to fight in the Trojan War (1194–1184
BC), he left his young son, Telemachus, in the care of a trusted
guardian named Mentor. The siege of Troy lasted ten years, and it
took Odysseus another ten years to make his way home. When he
arrived, he found that the boy Telemachus had grown into a man—
thanks to Mentor’s wise tutelage. Based on this story, we now
speak of a mentor as someone who functions to some extent as
one who fundamentally affects and influences the development of
another. Mentoring relationships are often described in both the
Old and New Testaments:


Jethro taught his son-in-law, Moses, how to delegate
(Exodus 18).



Moses taught Joshua
(Deuteronomy 3:1-8, 34:9).



Barnabas taught Paul (Acts 4:36-37; 9:26-30; 11:22-30).



Barnabas restored John Mark (Acts 15:36–39; 2 Timothy
4:11).



Paul poured his life into Timothy (Acts 16:1–3; Philippians
2:19–23; 1 and 2 Timothy).

how

to

lead

effectively

Not only do we find examples of mentoring relationships in
the Bible, but the principle of mentoring is also enunciated in many
passages, as follows:


“He appointed twelve—designating them apostles—that
they might be with Him and that He might send them out
to preach” (Mark 3:14).



“Everyone who is fully trained will be like his teacher” (Luke
6:40).



“Therefore I urge you to imitate me” (1 Corinthians 4:16).
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“Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ” (1
Corinthians 11:1).



“Join with others in following my example, brothers, and
take note of those who live according to the pattern we
gave you” (Philippians 3:17).



“Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me,
or seen in me, put it into practice. And the God of peace
will be with you” (Philippians 4:9).



“And the things you have heard me say in the presence of
many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be
qualified to teach others” (2 Timothy 2:2).

Most strikingly, this is the model of discipleship found in
the life of Jesus and His twelve. Though He taught and ministered
to thousands of people, He sought to multiply His impact by
mentoring the disciples, by word and by example. They were with
Jesus.
Another passage of Scripture worthy of consideration is
Hebrews 10:25, “not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of
some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see
the Day drawing near” (ESV). The phrase “encouraging one
another” in the original language means to come alongside. It is
the same idea that was communicated when Jesus was telling
His disciples that He would leave, but He would send a Helper
(John 14:16) to “come alongside” the disciples. This Helper, the
Holy Spirit, would teach the disciples, but He would also “come
alongside” them.
Because it is found in the Bible many times, this model of
mentoring should impact how churches disciple believers. They
are not simply to explain content but to live next to them, in close
community, coming alongside them. Some things are simply not
effectively communicated unless the person is shown through
example how it applies to real life. Mentoring combines book
knowledge with life application. A Scripture that sums up this
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model is 1 Thessalonians 2:8: “We loved you so much that we
were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but
our lives as well, because you had become so dear to us” (NIV).
Here, the content is important (the gospel of God), but the
communion is vital as well (also our own lives).

Spiritual Discipline is Not Legalism
Some shy away from discipline and discipleship because
they may feel it is moving toward legalism. However, one man has
noted, “No horse gets anywhere till it is harnessed. No steam or
gas ever drives anything until it is confined. No Niagara is ever
turned into light and power until it is tunneled. No life ever grows
great until it is focused, dedicated, disciplined.” 179
1 Timothy 4:7b says “Discipline yourself for the purpose of
godliness,” (NASB). The word “discipline” comes from a Greek
word from which we get the word gymnasium. Five other versions
say,
•

“Keep yourself in training for a godly life” (GNT).

•

“Exercise yourself toward godliness” (NKJV).

•

“Exercise daily in God – no spiritual flabbiness, please”
(MSG).

•

“Spend your time and energy in training yourself for
spiritual fitness” (NLT).

•

“Take the time and trouble to keep yourself spiritually fit”
(Phillips).

All of these versions of the same Scripture emphasize the
point that it takes hard work to achieve godliness. Spiritual
discipline is not legalism. “Legalism is self-centered, but discipline
is God-centered. The legalistic heart says, ‘I will do this thing to
gain merit with God.’ The disciplined heart says, ‘I will do this thing
because I love God and want to please him.’ Paul knew this
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difference well, and he never gave an inch to legalists, even while
challenging Christians to ‘train yourself to be godly.’” 180
Notice the following verses highlighting discipline in the
Christian life:
•

“For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but of power and
of love and of a sound mind [Greek Sōphronismos—selfcontrol, discipline]” (2 Timothy 1:7).

•

“But I discipline my body and bring it into subjection, lest,
when I have preached to others, I myself should become
disqualified” (1 Corinthians 9:27).

•

“All discipline for the moment seems not to be joyful, but
sorrowful; yet to those who have been trained [Greek
gymnazō] by it, afterwards it yields the peaceful fruit of
righteousness” (Hebrews 12:11).

Samuel Coleridge is the supreme example of the
tragedy of indiscipline. Never did so great a mind produce
so little. He left Cambridge University to join the army; he
left the army because he could not rub down a horse; he
returned to Oxford and left without a degree. He began a
paper called "The Watchman" which lived for ten numbers
and then died. It has been said of him, "he lost himself in
visions of work to be done, that always remained to be
done. Coleridge had every poetic gift but one - the gift of
sustained and concentrated effort." In his head and in his
mind he had all kinds of books, as he said, "completed
save for transcription." But the books were never
composed outside of Coleridge's mind, because he would
not face the discipline of sitting down to write them out.
No one ever reached any eminence, and no one having
reached it ever maintained it, without discipline. 181
This sad story brings to mind Proverbs 15:32, which reads,
“He who neglects discipline despises himself” (NASB), and
Proverbs 29:15, which says, “a mother is dis-graced by an
undisciplined child” (NLT).
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Contrast the sad account of Coleridge with that of Billy
Graham’s medical missionary father-in-law Nelson Bell, who ran a
400-bed hospital in China, often on his own. Though his schedule
was demanding, Graham said that he would “rise every morning at
four-thirty and spend two to three hours in Bible reading. He didn’t
do his correspondence or any of his other work. He just read the
Scriptures every morning, and because of that he was a walking
Bible encyclopedia. People wondered at the holiness and
greatness in his life.” 182
Bell’s children were greatly impacted by his disciplined life.
His son, Clayton, became an eminent Presbyterian preacher, and
his daughter, Ruth, became the extraordinary wife of the greatest
evangelist of the twentieth century. Ruth Graham’s college
roommate once shared how Ruth regularly got up at 4:30 a.m. to
read her Bible and pray. 183
If the goal of the Christian life is to be Christ-like (Romans
8:29), how does a person get there? Through Mentoring Men for
the Master, International, 184 I have given my life to disciple and
mentor men who desire to grow in Christ-likeness. Our motto is,
“Making disciples who will make disciples.” The mentored must
be serious in pursuing a disciplined life, and the mentor likewise
will aid in “coming along-side” him through encouragement and
accountability. I feel the Lord gave me “12 Imperatives for
Continued Spiritual Growth,” through which any man or woman
could grow in Christ-likeness. The “12 Imperatives,” with their
corresponding Scriptures are as follows:
1. Internalizing the Word (Joshua 1:8; James 1:18–25)
2. Infilling of the Holy Spirit (Ephesians 5:18)
3. Intimacy with the Father (Psalm 27:4)
4. Intentional involvement in the world mission of Christ
(Matthew 28:18–20)
5. Interrelating with others to share your life (Mentoring) (1
Thessalonians 2:8)
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6. Investing your money redemptively with the Lord (Matthew
6:19–20)
7. Identification with, support of, and service in, a local
church (Hebrews 10:25)
8. Intense devotion to one’s family, especially one’s spouse
(Ephesians 5:25–32)
9. Insulation from all forms of sexual immorality, physically,
and mentally, especially pornographically (Job 31:1;
Matthew 5:27–28)
10. Intentional discipline of the physical body (1 Corinthians
9:27)
11. Informed and Involved in one’s civic duties (Proverbs 29:2;
Psalm 33:12)
12. Instant repentance and cleansing from all sin (Psalm
139:23–24)
Spiritual formation is the work of an individual believer, but
it can be aided greatly with the care of a mentor or a local group of
believers, in a strong local church setting. This has led George
Barna to surmise, “Discipleship matters. It matters because Jesus
modeled it and commanded it. It matters because discipleship is
necessary for the church to become healthy and productive. It
matters because we cannot reach our potential without spiritual
growth. And it matters because we cannot influence the world
unless we can demonstrate faith-based transformation.” 185 The
future of the local church will only be as bright as her commitment
to making disciples who make disciples.

Empathetic Suggestion
Mentoring Men for the Master, International is devoted in
“Making disciples who make disciples.” If interested in this
ministry, please visit www.mentoringmen.net.
173

174

14
PARTAKING OF THE LORD’S SUPPER:
A BLESSING OR A CURSE?
My mother would tell me when we ate dinner, “Son, don't
play at the table.” When you partake of the Lord's Supper, be
sure not to play at the Table.
- Tony Evans 186
At the close of the Passover meal, Jesus took the bread
and wine and gave them new meanings as He instituted the
Communion (Lord's Supper, Eucharist ["to give thanks"]). We
remember people for their lives, but Jesus wants us to
remember Him for His death; the spiritual blessings we have
as children of God come through His death.
- Warren Wiersbe 187
From Genesis to Revelation, then, God’s aim has been to
bring His people into fellowship with himself, and one of the
great joys of experiencing that fellowship is the fact that we
can eat and drink in the presence of the Lord. It would be
healthy for the church today to recapture a more vivid sense
of God’s presence at the table of the Lord.
- Wayne Grudem 188
Far too often, the church has made the Lord’s Supper a
stepchild in the faith, a tag-on at the end of a service… I as a
pastor have been guilty of this. I am sure many other
pastors join me in this confession. Several years ago, during
a sermon, I asked the question, “How many of you would
like to observe the Lord’s Supper more than once a
quarter?” To my amazement nearly every hand went up in
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that large congregation. It registered with me that our
people were hungry to share this symbol, and that they
better understood its deeper significance than their pastor.
This began a redirection in our emphasis on the Lord’s
Supper which has blessed our church - and me… The
celebration of the Table is deeply embedded in the fabric of
our faith.
- Jim Henry 189
The Lord’s Supper is the supreme act of Christian worship,
for it is the thanksgiving for our Lord’s supreme sacrifice, the
shedding of His blood on the cross, to purchase our salvation and
sanctification and the solemn joyful anticipation of seeing the
Lord at His second coming.
Christians throughout the world use different titles for this
monumental act of worship because it has been designated
differently in the Scriptures. Some refer to this ordinance as the
Eucharist, derived from a Greek word meaning “giving of thanks,”
found in several places in the Gospels (Matthew 26:27; Mark
14:23; Luke 22:17, 19; see also 1 Corinthians 11:24).
Others refer to it as breaking bread, a term used in Acts
2:42, 20:7, and 1 Corinthians 10:16.
Some call it the Lord’s Table, as found in 1 Corinthians
10:21. Many today use the term Communion, which Paul used in 1
Corinthians 10:16.
11:20.

Finally, the term the Lord’s Supper is found in 1 Corinthians

Our Lord instituted the Lord’s Supper when He shared a
meal with His disciples on the eve of His crucifixion. Luke’s
account reads, “When the hour had come, He sat down, and the
twelve apostles with Him. Then He said to them, ‘With fervent
desire I have desired to eat this Passover with you before I
suffer’… And He took bread, gave thanks (Greek Eucharistia) and
broke it, and gave it to them, saying, ‘This is My body which is
given for you; do this in remembrance of Me.’ Likewise He also
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took the cup after supper, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in
My blood, which is shed for you’ ” (Luke 22:14, 15, 19, 20).

The Significance of the Passover
Jesus was celebrating the Jewish Passover with His
twelve disciples, in which all of the elements of this celebration
helped remind the Jewish people of God’s deliverance of His
people from Egypt:
•

The lamb was killed at the temple, where the blood was
poured out as a sin offering.

•

Unleavened bread represented the haste in which the
Israelites left Egypt.

•

The bowl of salt water represented the tears of slavery and
also the Israelites’ passing over the Red Sea.

•

Bitter herbs represented the bitter life of slavery. The lamb
was killed at the temple, where the blood was poured out
as a sin offering.

•

A paste of mashed fruit and nuts reminded them of bricks
of clay made without straw.

•

The singing of Psalms 113–118 and Psalm 139 reminded
the people that it was God who saved and blessed them.

•

Four cups of wine were poured to remind the Israelites of
the four promises of God. 190

Those four promises are found in Exodus 6:6–7, which
reads, “Therefore say to the children of Israel: ‘I am the LORD; I will
bring you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians, I will
rescue you from their bondage, and I will redeem you with an
outstretched arm and with great judgments. I will take you as My
people, and I will be your God. Then you shall know that I am the
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LORD your God who brings you out from under the burdens of the
Egyptians.’ ”
•

The first cup of wine is the cup of SANCTIFICATION,
which reminds the Jewish nation that holy God brought
Israel out of Egypt.

•

The second cup is the cup of DELIVERANCE. This
represents God's work of leading Israel into freedom as
they left the pagan practices of the Egyptians behind.

•

The third cup is the cup of REDEMPTION. God brought
them out to bring them in. God freed them from slavery
and restored them as kingdom builders.

•

The fourth cup is the cup of PRAISE. This was the
celebration of God's people. He has taken us as His
own and now our life is a living testimony of the glory
of God.

John Macarthur describes how the Passover meal was observed:
The Passover meal began with the host's pronouncing
a blessing over the first cup of red wine and passing it to
the others present. Four cups of wine were passed around
during the meal. After the first cup was drunk bitter herbs
dipped in a fruit sauce were eaten and a message was
given on the meaning of Passover. Then the first part of a
hymn, the Hallel (which means "praise" and is related to
hallelujah, "praise ye the Lord"), was sung. The Hallel is
comprised of Psalms 113-118, and the first part sung was
usually 113 or 113 and 114. After the second cup was
passed, the host would break and pass around the
unleavened bread. Then the meal proper, which consisted
of the roasted sacrificial lamb, was eaten. The third cup,
after prayer, was then passed and the rest of the Hallel
was sung. The fourth cup, which celebrated the coming
kingdom, was drunk immediately before leaving.191
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New Testament Christians, especially Messianic Jews, can
rejoice in the ministry of the Messiah, which speaks to each of
these four promises:
•

Jesus our Messiah SANCTIFIES us (John 17:19).

•

Jesus our Messiah DELIVERS us (John 8:32).

•

Jesus our Messiah REDEEMS us (Galatians 4:4-5).

•

Jesus our Messiah is our JOY (John 15:11).192

The Significance of the Lord’s Supper
At the end of this Passover with His disciples, Jesus
looked at them, and said, “Do this in remembrance of Me.” When
Christians today celebrate the ordinance of the Lord’s Supper, they
are also participating in spiritual realities. They are remembering
the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross. His blood poured out for our
sins. His body broken for our punishment.
In 1 Corinthians 11, the apostle Paul recounted the first
Lord’s Supper, and added, “For whenever you eat this bread and
drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes” (v.
26). It was also in this chapter that Paul both corrected and
instructed the Corinthians about the Lord’s Supper for two
reasons. First, they were divided (see vv. 17–19). They argued
among themselves over which individuals or groups in the church
were most approved of by God. Instead, they should have been
celebrating the Supper in unity, as one body in Christ. Second, they
were selfish (see vv. 20–22). They were refusing to wait upon
everyone to be served before they consumed the bread and wine,
and they were consuming out of a desire to satisfy their own
needs. They should have celebrated the Supper in humility and
submissiveness, but instead observed it in haughtiness and
rebellion.
Though Paul negatively instructed the Corinthians about
the Lord’s Supper in verses 17–22, in verse 23 he turns toward
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positive instruction. There are five things Paul mentions that give
us good direction in partaking of the Supper and help us with our
understanding of the event.
#1 – The Lord’s Supper is a Commemoration Supper.
We are to take part in the Supper as a remembrance of
what Christ has done for us in both the shedding of His blood and
the sacrifice of His body. We should recall Christ’s death with
such vividness that it affects us in the present. The Lord’s Supper
is different from all other suppers because it is not a supper where
we come to consume food for our stomachs but to commemorate
the outpouring of Jesus’ blood to forgive our sins and to purchase
us a place in heaven. The actual words of our Lord quoted by Paul
tell us to eat the bread and drink the wine “in remembrance of Me”
(11:24, 25). Each year our nation celebrates “Memorial Day” to
commemorate our men who died to preserve our freedoms. The
Lord’s Supper is an infinitely greater memorial—a memorial in
which we honor everything Christ did for us in the past.
Roger Rose faced deep sorrow as a child. His young
brother was fatally injured in a tragic accident. A dirt road ran
alongside their home, and only on rare occasions would an
automobile be seen on it. But one day as his brother was crossing
on his bicycle, a car came roaring over a nearby hill, and he was
run over and killed. Roger said, “Later, when my father picked up
the mangled, twisted bike, I heard him sob out loud for the first
time in my life. He carried it to the barn and placed it in a spot we
seldom used. Father’s terrible sorrow eased with the passing of
time, but for many years whenever he saw that bike, tears began
streaming down his face. As we come to the Lord’s Table, our
heart should also pray, “Lord, keep the memory of your death that
fresh to me!” The Lord’s Supper should be a time of memorial, and
may it ever be a tender and touching experience, as if it occurred
yesterday. 193
#2 – The Lord’s Supper is a Celebration Supper.
When Jesus gave thanks for the bread and wine (v. 24), it
was certainly more in gratitude for what the elements represented
than for the fact of their being simply bread and wine. Some
pastors believe the atmosphere surrounding the Supper should be
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one of sorrow and grief, as solemn as death. Certainly, we are to
approach the Supper with deep reverence and solemn reflection.
But at the same time we are celebrating His glorious victory over
sin, the gift of our salvation, and even His coming again. I don’t
think one can do this with a funeral spirit.
We also ought to celebrate the body and blood for the
effects they have upon us now. We should celebrate the Supper
with joyful and thankful hearts. We should be exceedingly glad
that we are even counted worthy to approach the sacred Supper
table. In this way, we look directly at what Christ is doing for us in
the present.
#3 – The Lord’s Supper is a Consecration Supper.
Before we come to supper or dinner to eat actual food, we
wash our hands. We should not think of partaking of food with
dirty hands. It is far more important that before we partake of the
holy elements of bread and juice that we wash our hearts and
hands of all sin. Paul commands, “So let a man examine himself
and then let him partake of that bread and drink of that cup” (1
Corinthians 11:28). In a spirit of self-examination, there are some
questions we ought to ask ourselves before we can participate in
the Supper in a worthy manner:
•

Are you born again and washed in the blood of the Lamb?

•

Have you confessed all your known sins to God?

•

Are you right with your fellow Christians?

•

Are you harboring unforgiveness in your heart?

•

Are you participating in the Supper to glorify God?

In this way, we are looking into ourselves and looking at
our relationship to God and others.
Years ago, during the celebration of the Lord’s Supper
in a little mission church in New Zealand, a line of
worshippers had just knelt at the altar rail to receive
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communion. Suddenly, one of them stood up and returned
to his pew. A few minutes later, he returned to his place at
the rail. Afterward a friend asked him to explain his action.
This is what he said: “When I knelt at the altar, I realized I
was side by side with the man who some years earlier had
slain my father and whom I had vowed to kill. I did not
think I could partake in the Lord’s Supper with him so I
returned to my pew. But as I sat there, I saw the cross and I
remembered Jesus as he hung there and said, ‘Father,
forgive them for they know not what they do.’ So I got up
from my pew and returned to the altar rail.” 194
We often rush to the Lord’s Table without much thought of
preparing our souls. This must not be. We must come repenting,
making ourselves right with God and our fellowman, or we should
not come to the Table.
#4 – The Lord’s Supper is a Communion Supper.
We often refer to the Lord’s Supper as Communion. The
word communion means fellowship or participation with others.
First, there is a communion with our living Savior. It becomes a
“communion of the body and blood of the Lord” (1 Corinthians
10:16–17). His “real presence” is not in the wafers
(consubstantiation 195) and the elements do not become His actual
body and blood (transubstantiation 196).
But He is gloriously present and manifest in and through
His Redeemed Body, and this fact makes the Lord’s Supper
uniquely the apex of Christian worship and fellowship. Jesus is
real and present through the Holy Spirit. I used to say to my people,
“We certainly do not celebrate the Lord’s absence, but His
Presence in the Lord’s Supper. How can we commune if we have
sin in our lives?” (see 1 John 1:6).
We also should fellowship with our brothers and sisters in
Christ. How can we commune with the family of faith if we have ill
will toward them? That is another reason we are commanded to
examine ourselves.
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#5 – The Lord’s Supper is a Contemplation Supper.
Paul says that when we observe the Supper we “proclaim
the Lord’s death until He comes” (1 Corinthians 11:26). So there is
a sense of anticipation and contemplation of Christ’s return in the
observance of the Lord’s Supper. The Supper, therefore, serves as
a witness and reminder of the need and the provision for the
preparation for eternity of those who are unsaved. It is also a
foretaste of the great feast we shall share with Christ at the
Marriage Supper of the Lamb (Revelation 19:9). In this way, we
look forward to all Christ is preparing to do. What an
encouragement to our faith and to a higher level of holiness.
#6 – The Lord’s Supper is a Commanded Supper.
Jesus said, “Do it.” Paul repeated that word. The early
church considered that as its first duty after baptism (Acts 2:42),
and the First Baptist Church in New Orleans keeps a registry of the
members who partake of the Lord’s Supper. Those not partaking
are regarded as being in serious spiritual condition, either lost or
following afar off. They believe the best spiritual index to one’s life
is whether or not he partakes of the Lord’s Supper.
#7 – The Lord’s Supper is a Christian Supper.
In the light of the above, our conviction as pastors and
churches must be that only true born-again persons qualify to
partake of the “Lord’s Supper” (Greek kyriakós, “belonging to the
Lord”) and only those believers who are in fellowship with Him and
with their fellow believers in the body.
Furthermore, the participants must understand that it is a
serious sin to come to the supper with an unprepared heart and
also to receive the supper in a careless manner. The partaking of
the Supper should, therefore, be preceded by a time of soulsearching and cleansing (1 Corinthians 11:26; Psalm 139:23–24).
Others might celebrate the Supper as a ritual or tradition,
but only the redeemed can enter into its meaning. First
Corinthians 10:21 says, “You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and
the cup of demons too.”
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Implications for Today’s Local Church
As pastor, I would announce at least two weeks in advance
to my people to prepare themselves for their participation in the
Supper. And when the Sunday came for the Supper, I devoted the
entire worship service to the observance of the Supper with a clear
teaching as to the meaning of the Supper, the requirements for
participating, and the reverential partaking of the bread and juice.
This procedure was different in the church I grew up in. The Lord’s
Supper was “tacked” on at the end of an already long service, with
little or no explanation made of what it all meant.
From my observation through the years, there are some
churches that greatly honor the Lord and bless the people in
partaking of the Lord’s Supper, but the majority fall short of the
biblical mandate. For instance, I visited a large church recently,
filled with many young converts, who “tacked” on the Supper at
the end of a long service with not one word of explanation spoken
by the pastor concerning who qualified to partake, when many of
his congregants had just been saved and could not have possibly
known how to observe the Supper worthily without instruction. I
knew the pastor well, and although he knew the requirements for
partaking, he failed to state them to his people because he
admitted, “time ran out.”
There is no doubt in my mind that thousands of unsaved
children are partaking of the Supper all the time, and many
unprepared adults are as well. In so doing, they are failing to meet
the requirements of a true church, namely, the proper celebration
of the ordinances. Moreover, they are invoking God’s punishment,
not His blessing. Among other objectives, God intended the Lord’s
Supper to be a constant disciplinary act on the part of all
members in the local church.
The Corinthians had been sinning in observing the Lord’s
Supper and God had disciplined them. “For this cause many are
weak and many sleep (have died)” (1 Corinthians 11:30). God
allowed sickness, and in some cases even death, to come to these
Corinthian believers because of the unworthy manner in which
they approached the Lord’s Supper.
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We must then conclude that the Supper invites us to huge
spiritual growth and blessing, but only if we approach His table in
the right attitude. Wiersbe asks, “What, then, must we do if the
Supper is to bring blessing and not chastening?” 197
•

First, we should look back and remember that He died,
why He died, and how He died. And as already noted our
remembering must not simply be our intellectual recall but
a “communion” with His broken body and shed blood.
Charles Spurgeon once said, “Never mind that bread and
wine, unless you can use them as folks often use their
spectacles. What do they use them for? To look at? No, to
look through them. So, use the bread and wine as a pair of
spectacles. Look through them, and do not be satisfied
until you can say, “Yes, yes, I can see the Lamb of God,
which taketh away the sin of the world.” 198

•

Second, we should look ahead (1 Corinthians 11:26b) “till
He returns,” realizing that Jesus did not just die but rose
again and we shall see Him as He is (1 John 3:2).

•

Third, we should look around (1 Corinthians 11:32-33), not
to criticize other believers but to “discern the Lord’s body”
(v. 29). This perhaps has a dual meaning: we should
discern His body in the loaf, but also in the church around
us—for the church is the body of Christ. "For we being
many are one bread, and one body" (1 Corinthians 10:17).
Whenever we share in the Supper, we are identifying with
Christians everywhere and are reminded of our obligation
to "keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace"
(Ephesians 4:3). It is "The Lord's Supper" and is not the
exclusive property of any Christian denomination. The
Supper should be a demonstration of the unity of the
church.

•

Fourth, we should look within (1 Corinthians 11:27, 31–32).
Because the chastening promised is so severe, some
willingly avoid partaking of the ordinance of the Lord’s
Supper, assuming they are not “worthy” to partake of the
elements. At a Communion service in Scotland, the pastor
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noted a woman in the congregation did not accept the
bread and cup from the elder, but instead sat weeping. The
pastor left the table and went to her side and said, “Take it,
my dear, it’s for sinners!” Paul did not say that we had to be
worthy to partake of the Supper, but only that we should
partake in a worthy manner. W.A. Criswell rightly notes:
Do you notice the use of the adverb "unworthily"
in 1 Corinthians 11:27 and 29? An adverb modifies
a verb and refers to the manner of doing a thing.
Paul does not use the adjective "worthy" which
would refer to a noun, a person. The discussion of
the apostle does not revolve around our worth in
approaching the Lord's table. If it did, not one of us
could ever partake; we are not worthy the least of
God's mercies. We are… undone sinners; we are to
be pitied in our weakness and frailty. But that is the
reason for the Supper which portrays the atoning
sacrifice of our Savior. "God commended his love
toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ
died for us" (Romans 5:8). It is because we are not
worthy, because we are not lovely, because we are
lost and dying, that Christ came to seek and to save
us. And it is because, being sinners, we have found
hope and refuge in him that we share in this holy
ordinance of the breaking of bread… The
admonition does not concern our personal worth at
all. Who among us is worthy of the love and
suffering of our dear Lord? The discussion
concerns the manner (adverb, "worthily") in which
we observe the ordinance. 199
However as Wiersbe points out, “Though we are not
worthy, we can partake in a worthy manner by
understanding what the Supper means: having a heart free
from sin; being filled with love for Christ and His people;
being willing to obey His Word.” 200
Though virtually all historic denominations believe the
Lord’s Supper is for believers only, questions sometimes surround
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the issue of “close”, “closed” or “open” communion. “Close” limits
the ordinance to believers who have been baptized by immersion,
though they may or may not be members of your church. “Closed”
usually limits communion to those who are members of the
particular local church where the Lord’s Supper is being served.
“Open” does not limit communion to membership or baptism
status. While considering the direction of your local church, please
remember the admonition from the apostle Paul that we are “one
bread” (1 Corinthians 10:17), and the stern warning that we will
not escape His judgment if we do not discern properly the Lord’s
Body.
The famous painter, Leonardo da Vinci, was
commissioned by the Duke of Milan to paint the famous
masterpiece we now know as The Last Supper. The great painter
labored diligently for several years, paying careful attention to
every detail of the disciples’ faces, the grouping around the Lord’s
table, the chalice, and, of course, the face of Jesus. Once his work
was completed, Leonardo showed his masterpiece to a close
friend, whose response was, “Oh, what a beautiful chalice. I can’t
take my eyes off it.” Leonardo immediately took his brush and
painted through the chalice, declaring that nothing should ever
take precedence over the face of Christ. 201 [81] Churches must
strive to administer the ordinance of the Lord’s Supper in such a
manner, so as to point people to the Savior. May His sacrifice
always be fresh upon the minds and hearts of those who love
Him.

Empathetic Suggestions
1. The pastor should announce the partaking of the Lord’s
Supper at least two weeks in advance in or-der to give his people
adequate time to examine their relationship to God and the
members of the body.
2. The whole worship service should be devoted to the
partaking of the Lord’s Supper, not tacked on as a secondary part
of the celebration.
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CHURCH DISCIPLINE:
THE UGLY-DUCKLING OF EVANGELICALISM
The decline of church discipline is perhaps the most
visible failure of the contemporary church. No longer
concerned with maintaining purity of confession or lifestyle,
the contemporary church sees itself as a voluntary
association of autonomous members, with minimal moral
accountability to God, much less to each other.
- Al Mohler 202
One publication said that, in order to get our churches
growing again, we should “open the front doors and close
the back doors.” … What we actually need to do is to close
the front door and open the back door! If we really want to
see our churches grow, we need to make it harder to join
and we need to be better about excluding people. We need
to be able to show that there is a distinction between the
church and the world – that it means something to be a
Christian.
- Mark Dever 203
On Sunday morning you see me, but then I go home, and no
one really sees how I live. I could do anything I want. But in
Africa everyone knows what you do, so you have to live the
same way all the time. The preachers in the United States
do not teach accountability. Consider church discipline. I
don't think that most U.S. churches would publicly discipline
a believer who has had an abortion or a man who had
premarital sex. But in Africa we do. There is a penalty for
sin, and you know it. American preachers fear that if they
preach this message their churches would be empty. Maybe
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they should preach hard, empty the churches, and then let
the Spirit fill them up again!
- Lesa Engelthaler 204
The history of the Church shows that the Church pure is
the Church powerful; and the Church patronized and
tolerant toward evil is the Church puerile and paralyzed…
[Yet] we must ever be careful that our discipline is in the
Spirit of Christ.
- G. Campbell Morgan 205
The New Testament clearly commands that local churches
exercise discipline to maintain their integrity. However, despite the
plain teaching of the New Testament, most churches consider
discipline as a “no-no,” dating back to sad experiences of the past.
I remember hearing some of my seminary professors
making contemptuous remarks concerning discipline. I admit that
I thought of discipline as the unjust punishment for some
individuals for their harmless idiosyncrasies, such as the way they
dressed or disagreed with the powers which be on such trivialities
as dancing, playing cards, the way they cut their hair, etc. Through
the years, no Pastor Search Committee ever mentioned discipline
as a part of church procedure to me, and I considered it as being a
disgraceful practice of self-righteous hypocrites. However, as I
continued to pastor and noted the absolutely ungodly lifestyles of
some of my members, I began to see that if the local church did
not take action to correct this that it would lose its testimony and
become the laughing stock of the lost.
So in my second pastorate, my fellow pastors staged a
conference on “The Place of Discipline in the Local Church,” and
they asked me to bring a message on this subject. I went to the
pages of the New Testament and found that discipline was
commanded and that one should dare not come to the Lord’s
Supper living in sin against God or man. In fact, I went so far as to
say that Calvin and Luther erred in not teaching that the mark of
the New Testament Church is not just the preaching of the pure
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Word of God and the proper observance of the sacraments but
also “the discipline of the membership of a church.”
Furthermore, as I studied for my masters and doctorate in
theology, I noted that the great Reformed Confessions taught that
discipline is essential for the well-being of the church, such as
Augsburg, Westminster, and Heidelberg. As a Baptist I was
especially impressed that the London Confession of 1644 and the
Second London Confession of 1677, which prescribed
excommunication or the withholding of the Lord’s Supper as a
means of disciplining members. 206
Yet, as Daniel Akin points out, “none of Southern Baptist’s
most recent Confessions, The Baptist Faith and Message 1925,
1963, and 2000, has a statement on this biblical teaching!” 207
One church’s By-Laws states, “It is true that, historically,
the church has sometimes erred in the matter of discipline, but
today the problem is one of outright neglect. It would be difficult
to show another area of Christian life which is more commonly
ignored by the modern evangelical church than church discipline.”
It continues,
The church that neglects to confront and correct its
members lovingly is not being kind, forgiving or gracious.
Such a church is really hindering the Lord’s work and the
advance of the gospel. The church without discipline is a
church without purity and power. By neglecting church
discipline a church endangers not only its spiritual
effectiveness but also its very existence. God snuffed out
the candle of the church at Thyatira because of moral
compromise (Revelation 2:20-24). Churches today are in
danger of following this first-century precedent.208
This absent area of evangelical churches certainly needs
courageous faithfulness to Scripture with the tender love of family,
knowing the sinfulness of humanity and the deceptiveness of
Satan. Let us handle this issue through several questions, seeking
to discern how our churches can return to this biblical doctrine.
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What is Church Discipline?
It is the church calling wayward members to cease their
sin for their own good and also for the welfare of the whole body
of the church. Jonathan Leeman in Church Discipline explains:
In broad terms, church discipline is one part of the
discipleship process, the part where we correct sin and
point the disciple toward the better path. To be discipled is,
among other things, to be disciplined. And a Christian is
disciplined through instruction and correction, as in a math
class where the teacher teaches the lesson and then
corrects the students' errors. It's for this reason that
there's a centuries-old practice of referring to both
formative discipline and corrective discipline. Formative
discipline helps to form the disciple through instruction.
Corrective discipline helps to correct the disciple through
correcting sin…That's the nature of discipleship.209
Church discipline should fall into three categories:
1. Strong encouragement toward repentance and spiritual
growth.
2. Restorative discipline (Matthew 18:15; Galatians 6:2).
3. Amputative discipline for immorality (1 Corinthians 5:4–5),
heresy (Titus 3:10), false profession (1 John 2:19–20),
hypocrisy (Acts 5), and rebellion against church authority
(Matthew 18:17).
Is Church Discipline Optional?
Church discipline is not optional if the church is to obey the
clear commands of God so clearly stated and illustrated on the
pages of Holy Scripture, and witnessed by church history. In fact, I
believe that while Luther and Calvin defined the church as a body
that “preaches the pure Word of God and celebrates the
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sacraments properly,” that there is another indispensable sign of
the true church—discipline.
A church must discipline because a true body of Christ is
made of only regenerated persons, who are called “saints” in the
Bible. Thus, the church is holy and must remain holy if it would
witness to an unholy world of lost persons. Chaucer wrote these
words seven hundred years ago: “If gold rusts, what will iron do?”
Our corrupt culture today is largely due to the “rusting” of the
church. How can a church remain the church if it does not re-main
holy? It cannot.
What Matters Require Discipline?
Though not exhaustive, some of the sins subject to church
discipline in the New Testament that serve as examples for
today’s church are: divisiveness (Romans 16:17; Titus 3:10), incest
(1 Corinthians 5:1), laziness and refusing to work (2
Thessalonians 3:6–10), disobeying what Paul writes (2
Thessalonians 3:14–15), blasphemy (1 Timothy 1:20), and
teaching heretical doctrine (2 John 10–11).
Though diverse in nature, it appears that all were publicly
known, outward sins and continued over a period of time, except
for the sin of Ananias and Sapphira (see Acts 5:1-11). Theologian
Wayne Grudem helpfully states:
The fact that the sins were publicly known meant that
reproach was being brought on the church, Christ was
being dishonored, and there was a real possibility that
others would be encouraged to follow the wrongful
patterns of life that were being publicly tolerated. There is
always the need, however, for mature judgment in the
exercise of church discipline, because there is lack of
complete sanctification in all our lives… We should also
remember that where there are issues of conduct on which
Christians legitimately disagree, Paul encourages a wide
degree of tolerance (Rom. 14:1–23). 210
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Capital Baptist Church in Washington, DC has practiced
Church Discipline since its founding in 1878. I find that their
causes are Scriptural and inclusive as follows:
1. For any outward violations of the moral law.
2. For pursuing any course which may, in the judgment of the
church, be disreputable to it as a body.
3. For absenting themselves habitually without good reasons,
from the church at the seasons set apart for public
worship.
4. For neglecting or refusing to contribute toward defraying
the expenses of the church according to their several
abilities.
5. For treating the acts and doings of the church
contemptuously or pursuing such a course as is calculated
to produce discord.
6. For divulging to persons not interested, what is done in the
meetings of the church.
7. For pursuing any course of conduct unbecoming good
citizens and professing Christians. 211
What is the Purpose of Church Discipline?
When we hear the term “church discipline,” we tend to
think of correction or punishment of the yesteryears, when in fact
church discipline is basically positive—a task which brings
redemption and restoration to wayward members of the church.
Darrel Robinson wrote, “For a person to have a healthy body,
discipline is necessary. Even so, for a local church to be a healthy
body for Christ, discipline is necessary.” 212
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There are six purposes of church discipline:
1. Reconciliation, where hostility is abolished and peace is
restored (Matthew 18:15; 1 Corinthians 5:5; Galatians 6:1).
2. Restoration, where the offender is brought back to
holiness (Galatians 6).
3. Holiness, where through obedience to His principles the
honor of Christ is upheld (1 Peter 1:13–16).
4. Purification, where the body of Christ is purified to the full
extent of our knowledge and power (1 Corinthians 5:6–8).
5. Containment, where the sin of the offender is not allowed
to affect others, allowing a tolerance of sin in the life of the
body (1 Corinthians 5:2, 6–7; He-brews 12:15).
6. Prevention of God’s Judgment. Failure to exercise
discipline invites the judgment of God where He sets
Himself against the church (see Revelation 2:14–23).
Moreover, discipline is the highest expression of God’s
love. “For whom the Lord loves He chastens, and scourges every
son whom He receives. If you endure chastening, God deals with
you as with sons; for what son is there whom a father does not
chasten? But if you are without chastening, of which all have
become partakers, then you are illegitimate and not sons”
(Hebrews 12:6–8).
I preached in the second largest church in Virginia, which
excommunicated a member living in adultery who refused, for a
time, to repent. Two years later I returned, and this brother had
repented, returned to the church, and was singing joyfully in the
choir. So when we speak of discipline, we should think of bringing
great blessing and restoration to individuals and to the church at
large.
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Does the Bible Command Church Discipline?
Absolutely! The clearest passage on church discipline is
found in 1 Corinthians 5:1–11 where Paul commands the church
to discipline one of her wayward members. Notice some other
clear commands for discipline of pro-fessing Christians living in
unrepentant sin:
•

“Those who cause dissensions … turn away from them”
(Romans 16:17).

•

“I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with immoral
people” (1 Corinthians 5:9).

•

“But actually, I wrote to you not to associate with any socalled brother if he should be an immoral person” (1
Corinthians 5:11).

•

“Remove the wicked man from among yourselves” (1
Corinthians 5:13).

•

“Keep aloof from every brother who leads an unruly life” (2
Thessalonians 3:6).

•

“And if anyone does not obey our instruction in this letter
… do not associate with him so that he may be put to
shame. And yet do not regard him as an enemy, but
admonish him as a brother” (2 Thessalonians 3:14–15).

•

“Reject a factious man after a first and second warning,
knowing that such a man is perverted and is sinning, being
self-condemned” (Titus 3:10–11). 213

When confronted with the overwhelming scriptural
support, some respond, “Didn’t Jesus say, ‘Judge not, lest you be
judged?’ (Matthew 7:1).” Whatever was meant by the phrase,
“Judge not,” cannot contradict the plain teaching of Matthew
18:15–17, where Jesus called us to rebuke others for sin, even
rebuking them publicly, if need be. Many passages could be cited,
including: Proverbs 3, 13:24; Genesis 4:9; Hebrews 12 (which
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quotes Proverbs 3); Matthew 18:15–17; Galatians 6:1; Ephesians
6:4; 2 Thessalonians 3:6–15; 1 Timothy 1:20; Titus 3:9–11; and 1
Timothy 5:19–20.
How Should Church Discipline Be Carried Out?
The process for church discipline is found in Matthew
18:15–20, where knowledge of the offense is kept to the smallest
group possible:
1. Rebuke by one Christian. “The church member who
knows of a fallen brother or sister should first go to
that sinning saint and lovingly rebuke him or her in
Christ’s name.” 214 Confrontation should always be
done within the circle of those offended. One
should never tell others what has happened but
should con-front the sin and the one who has
sinned privately, seeking to restore him (see
Matthew 18:15). If repentance is evident, discipline
stops.
2. Rebuke by two or three Christians. God desires two
or three witnesses to confirm either the person’s
repentance or impenitence. Before discipline takes
place, he instructs the church to be sure that their
analysis of a person’s attitude and action is
accurate. Christ doesn’t want wrong reports given
about His people (see Matthew 18:16).
3. Tell the Church. We are to tell the whole assembly
when a sinning believer fails to respond to the
confrontation of the witnesses (see Matthew
18:17).
Wayne Grudem gives a helpful guideline as to how
much information the church should be told, “the
church should be told enough that (1) they will
understand how serious the offense was, (2) they
will be able to understand and support the
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discipline process, and (3) they will not
subsequently feel the sin was minimized or covered
up if more details somehow leak out later.”” 215
R. Alan Day also points out, “At this point, Paul’s
injunctions in 1 Cor. 5:11 and 1 Thess. 3:14-15
become operative. Members are to withhold
Christian fellowship from those who call
themselves Christians but who are living in sin.
They are not to associate with them or even to eat
with them. Historically, Baptists have interpreted
this to include suspension from the Lord’s Table
and the privilege of voting.” 216
4. Put them out of the Church. If we ever have to put
a person out of the church, it is only because he
refuses to repent after one person has gone to him,
followed by two or three, who are in turn followed
by other believers in the assembly of the church
(see Matthew 18:17). 217
Keep in mind that Ecclesiastes 8:11 says, “Because the
sentence against an evil work is not executed speedily, therefore
the heart of the sons of men is fully set in them to do evil.” This
teaches that discipline must follow soon after an infraction has
been committed. Discipline should be enacted as speedily as
fairness permits. 218 Also, the attitude behind the discipline
process should be one of love, humility, prayer, and a readiness to
forgive, restore, and reaffirm. Galatians 6:1–2 states that we
should be ready to restore a brother who has fallen “in a spirit of
gentleness.”
When Should We NOT Practice Church Discipline?
In one church’s business meeting minutes, one man charged
another man with drunkenness, who was then “turned out” by the
church. That man made acknowledgements and was restored to
the fellowship. He turned right around and made charges against
the man who had turned him in! Romans 12:19 says, “Do not take
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revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is
written, ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay, says the Lord.’ ” Mark
Dever admits, “We certainly should not practice church discipline
to be vindictive… Paul reminded the Roman Christians, Corrective
church discipline is never to be done out of meanness of spirit but
only out of love for the offending party and the members of the
church individually, and ultimately out of love for God Himself.” 219
What Are the Benefits of Church Discipline?
Discipline is to protect the church from the corrupting
influences of sin, heresy, and schism (1 Corinthians 5:6–7). It is to
strengthen the influence of the church. Discipline is also to help
the offender. Paul did not argue for the disciplining of a church
member because people did not like him, but rather because they
loved him. He wanted to save the church member from further sin
and destruction and restore him to the body. Mark Dever explains
how practicing corrective church discipline shows love for five
different things:
1. the good of the disciplined individual;
2. other Christians as they see the danger of sin;
3. the health of the church as a whole;
4. the corporate witness of the church and, therefore, nonChristians in the community;
5. and the glory of God. Our holiness should reflect God’s
holiness. 220
I preached in a large Southern Baptist church which
observed that one of the members, who sang in the choir
faithfully, was involved in adultery. For a solid year, the Minister of
Education led that church into a study of discipline in the New
Testament, after which it withdrew fellowship from the erring
member (using the three-fold procedure of Matthew 18:15). I
returned to the same church two years later and was told that the
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person “excommunicated” began to revisit the church, repented of
his sin, and was voted back into full fellowship. And the church
grew as never before in its history.
What Are the Major Hindrances to Church Discipline?
First, there is a lack of commitment with our membership.
In our day of commitment-free church attenders, it becomes
difficult to discipline those who are not truly connected to the
local church. Church conflict specialist Ken Sande states,
We should be calling people to make a formal
commitment to membership. Years ago, a move from
church to church required a letter of transfer. This
maintained accountability and discipline. Our situation
today is like allowing all the kids in the neighborhood to
play in your backyard. If they are destructive, you will have
a hard time responding because they are not your children
and you are limited in the discipline you can use. Today,
churches allow people to come in and play church year
after year, but when there is a serious problem, the
church’s ability to deal with it is limited.221
Second, many church leaders shy away from church
discipline because they feel it may hinder the numerical growth of
their churches. This is not true. Church growth specialist Peter
Wagner has concluded that, “there is a positive correlation
between corrective church discipline and church growth.” 222
Third, there is a desire to remain autonomous and not
personally get involved in the sins of another person. Biblical
discipline must be administered by the congregation, not just the
pastor and a few laymen. To secure such a unity of action is
difficult, and most local churches are not prepared to take the
risks involved. There is also the valid concern of family members
or close friends who are loyal to them and may cause greater
division if confronted and disciplined. However, Dietrich
Bonhoeffer once said, “Nothing can be more cruel than the
tenderness that consigns another to his sin. Nothing can be more
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compassionate than that severe rebuke that calls a brother back
from the path of sin.” 223
Fourth, there is a fear that someone may use legal
recourse to defend his reputation. Ken Sande acknowledges,
We frequently hear from pastors who are planning to
discipline a member for egregious behavior, but before
anything can be done, they get a phone call from an
attorney threatening a lawsuit if the church says anything
publicly about the member’s behavior. The average pastor
tends to back off, and that is the end of that. The church
may have avoided a lawsuit, but they will have done
nothing to restore the errant brother or sister or to protect
the church from further problems. 224
The best solution for this potential problem is to get
informed consent during the membership process, like in the
membership covenant. Church by-laws should also thoroughly
explain the process, of which new members are made aware. R.
Alan Day also notes, “Churches that decide to return to the biblical
pattern of disciplined church life need to be aware that recently a
number of lawsuits have been brought against churches that have
disciplined their members. A number of books and articles give
churches legal advice on how to stay out of court, or if sued, how
to handle the situation.” 225
Fifth, church discipline is difficult. Mark Dever states,
“There’s no denying it, church discipline is fraught with problems
of wisdom and pastoral application. But we must remember that
the whole Christian life is difficult and open to abuse. And our
difficulties should not be used as an excuse to leave something
unpracticed.” 226
How Can a Church Establish Church Discipline?
Church discipline should not be immediately undertaken
without proper instruction. The church in Virginia (referenced
above) spent a solid year studying the doctrine before
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excommunicating one member. However, churches can
immediately begin teaching its leadership and members this area
of doctrine, with patience that God’s Word will bring light on the
subject. Once the leadership of the church is onboard with
corrective discipline, the next step is to begin teaching the church.
Finally, the church must be more careful how we recognize and
receive new members into our churches.
What If We Don’t Practice Church Discipline?
It is easy to answer this question, for the evidence is seen
in the conditions of local churches today. Dever reports,
The state of churches in America today is not good.
Even if the membership numbers of some groups look
okay, as soon as you ask what the membership numbers
actually stand for, you start finding the trouble. Alan
Redpath has said about the membership of the average
American church that 5 percent of members on roll don’t
exist, 10 percent can’t be found, 25 percent don’t attend, 50
percent show up on Sunday, 75 percent don’t attend prayer
meeting, 90 percent have no family worship, and 95
percent have never shared the gospel. 227
Believers have gone so long without being held
accountable by each other, the standard for authentic Christianity
has crumbled. A church that is not pure will never be powerful, and
each Christian must do his or her part to ensure her purity is
guarded. Henry Blackaby gives a strong admonition toward God’s
standard of holiness in the form of a personal account:
A friend of mine, a pastor, was very active in helping
others know how to live in Christ, but he began to have an
affair with a lady in his church. Another friend and I went to
him immediately and with all the urgency of our hearts told
him to turn from his sin. He disregarded all our counsel. He
not only continued that relationship, but he divorced his
wife, left the church where he was pastoring, created great
tragedy in the church and great sorrow with his children,
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and finally married this lady. A few years later I was leading
a conference where I was speaking on denying yourself,
taking up your cross, and following Christ. He attended
that conference.
Somehow God used those messages to bring him
under great conviction. He said, “I’ve got to talk with you.”
We went aside, he began to weep, and he said, “Henry, this
is the first time I’ve ever acknowledged this before
anybody. I have deeply sinned against God. I have
grievously dishonored my Lord. I have deeply sinned
against my wife and my children and God’s people. Would
you pray for me?”
I said, “Oh, my brother, I will. But let me tell you how I’m
going to pray. This is how I’m going to pray for you. I’m
going to pray that in your returning to God He will forgive
you, but that He will deal with you in such a way that
anybody who sees it will be forever deterred from ever
thinking about committing this grievous sin.”
His face dropped. I turned to him and said, “I’m far
more concerned about God’s name than your name. I’m far
more concerned about restoring God’s name in the hearts
of people than restoring your life. I care about you, but I
want you to know I care far more about what you have
done to God.” 228
Are you willing to speak to another believer about the
obvious sin-patterns in his or her life? Do you care more about
God’s name or your own? Until the church feels just as convicted
as Blackaby about the name of Jesus, the holiness of God, and the
purity of the church, it will continue to sidestep the difficult issue
of church discipline.
May God give pastors and leaders grace as they lift up the
standard of God’s Word with boldness and courage.
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Empathetic Suggestions
1. No pastor should seek to discipline his members unless
he has first disciplined his own life. This would be the height of
hypocrisy.
2. Do not seek to establish church discipline until the
church has been patiently and thoroughly taught and the church
bylaws are established properly.
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16
THE SECOND-HALF OF THE FIRST BLESSING:
LIVING IN THE POWER OF THE SPIRIT
Death and condemnation to the church that is not
yearning after the Spirit, and crying and groaning until the
Spirit is wrought mightily in her midst. He is here; he has
never gone back since he descended at Pentecost. He is
often grieved and vexed, for he is peculiarly jealous and
sensitive; and the one sin never forgiven has to do with his
blessed person; therefore let us be tender towards him, walk
humbly before him, wait earnestly on him and resolve that
there should be nothing knowingly continued that would
prevent him from working in our midst. Brethren, if we do
not have the Spirit of God, it would be better to shut the
churches, to nail up the doors and put a black cross on
them and say, “God have mercy on us!” If you ministers have
not the Spirit of God, you had better not preach, and you
people had better stay at home. I think I speak not too
strongly when I say that the church in the land without the
Spirit of God is rather a curse than a blessing. This is a
solemn word: the Holy Spirit or nothing and worse than
nothing.
- Charles Spurgeon 229
It is the life-giving work of the Holy Spirit that empowers
church programs, plans, and strategies. Churches that rely
solely on human personality and ingenuity may grow for a
time, but their growth will have little spiritual weight beneath
the surface. This is because some churches rely too heavily
on human analysis and projections. Some may become
enamored with human methodologies and blueprints.
Leaders may even become prideful with bloated egos. This
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is not what God intends. Churches that seek biblical church
growth remember that apart from Christ they can do
nothing, not even build a church (see John 15:5). To build a
church that glorifies God requires that He be at the center of
the process. Methods and personalities will take a church
only so far. If God is not intimately involved below the
waterline, the church will eventually capsize.
- Gary McIntosh 230
The church world today is suffering, not from organization,
not from creativity, not from entertainment—but from a lack of the
power of the Holy Spirit. A man from India came to view the
American Church. He stayed a number of weeks. A minister asked
him, “What did you think about the American Church.” His
response was, “I’m absolutely amazed about how much you get
done without the Holy Spirit.” 231 We have full churches with empty
people! Without the Holy Spirit, there may be form, but there is no
power; there may be activity, but there is no true life change in the
heart of the believer.
Francis Chan has explained this vividly, “Let’s be honest: If
you combine a charismatic speaker, a talented worship band, and
some hip, creative events, people will attend your church. Yet this
does not mean that the Holy Spirit of God is actively working and
moving in the lives of the people who are coming. It simply means
that you have created a space that is appealing enough to draw
people in for an hour or two on Sunday.” 232 Let the concern of
David Platt be a word of warning to all church leaders:
This is where I am most convicted as a pastor of a
church in the United States of America. I am part of a
system that has created a whole host of means and
methods, plans and strategies for doing church that
require little if any power from God… Consider what it takes
for… a creative pastor to grow a “successful church” today.
Clearly, it doesn’t require the power of God to draw a crowd
in our culture. A few key elements that we can
manufacture will suffice.
First, we need a good performance. In an
entertainment-driven culture, we need someone who can
206

captivate the crowds… It’s even better if he has an
accomplished worship leader with a strong band at his
side. Next, we need… to build a multimillion-dollar facility to
house the performance… Finally, once the crowds get there,
we need to have something to keep them coming back. So
we need to start programs… for every age and stage…
But what is strangely lacking in the picture of
performances, personalities, programs, and professionals
is desperation for the power of God… I am frightened by
the reality that the church I lead can carry on most of our
activities smoothly, efficiently, even successfully, never
realizing that the Holy Spirit of God is virtually absent from
the picture. We can so easily deceive ourselves… 233
Even preachers are ceasing to understand the ministry of
the Spirit, choosing rather to depend on mere education. No
greater evidence is needed than to survey entire books on
homiletics, where there is little to no mention of the work of the
Spirit in particular, nor dependence upon His ministry.
However, without the Spirit’s work and anointing, the
preacher may have homiletical masterpieces, but they will be
ineffective when it comes to producing lasting life change. Adrian
Rogers has noted this concern, saying, “The preacher can produce
no lasting work apart from total dependence and submission to
the Holy Spirit. Only the Holy Spirit can cause men to understand
and believe the gospel. I may preach truth, but only the Holy Spirit
can impart truth.” 234 Today’s preacher should continually depend
upon the ministry of the Holy Spirit to empower his task in the
preaching event.
A. C. Dixon has said, “When we rely on organization, we get
what organization can do. When we rely on education, we get what
education can do. When we rely on eloquence, we get what
eloquence can do. But when we rely on the Holy Spirit, we get
what God can do.” 235 Hudson Taylor once said, “We have given too
much attention to methods and to machinery and to resources,
and too little to the Source of power, the filling with the Holy
Ghost.” 236 The American Church has relied too much on “what”
and not enough on “Who.”
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In my first pastorate out of seminary, a faithful member of
my flock asked me this question, “Pastor, do Baptists believe in
the Holy Spirit?” I responded, “Why would you ask me this
question?” He replied, “Well, I am a fireman and work with a guy
who is a Pentecostal, and he is always talking about the Holy Spirit.
But we almost never mention the Holy Spirit in our church, so I
was wondering if the Holy Spirit was for Pentecostals but not us
Baptists.”
In response to his question, we may attempt to brush it
aside, saying, “Well, it is a pity he is so ignorant,” but there is
something far more serious reflected in his question. The fact is
many conservative Bible-believing church members know
practically nothing about the Person and work of the Holy Spirit. I
suspect many are like this man who believe the Holy Spirit is for
Pentecostals or some “lunatic fringe” group, and we should leave
the Holy Spirit to them and not be concerned about the “strange
doc trine” of the Holy Spirit.
I remember as a young pastor I discovered there was
much emphasis on the Holy Spirit in the life of the early church, as
stated in the book of Acts. Therefore, I asked an older, respected
pastor and my mentor if he did not think that Baptists should give
more attention to the Holy Spirit, to which he replied, “Bill, you
should not be concerned about the Holy Spirit. All we need is
Jesus, so let’s just stick with Him,” as if to indicate there is no
relation-ship of Jesus to the Holy Spirit. However, the Bible clearly
states that it is by the ministry of the Holy Spirit that we know and
experience Jesus in our hearts.
Another brother and fellow pastor politely pleaded with me
to “go easy” on the Holy Spirit in my preaching, declaring to me,
“Bill, with your ability to preach and expound Scripture, you would
become a major leader among Southern Baptists if you would say
less about the Holy Spirit,” clearly meaning that unless I did
abandon my emphasis on the Holy Spirit that the “brethren” would
distrust me to be a “Charismatic” and not trust me in places of
high leadership. Though these stories show the persuasion of the
day, I praise God that the Holy Spirit has been discovered in recent
times by some pastors and churches.
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Advantages to the Advent of the Holy Spirit
When Jesus announced to His disciples that He would
soon be departing from them, great sorrow filled their hearts, for
they assumed they would be left in this world without a Teacher,
Guide, Power, or Comforter (John 16:1–5). Jesus said to His
disciples in John 16:7, “It is to your advantage that I go away; for if
I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you; but if I depart, I
will send Him to you.” When Jesus left this earth, He said that it
would be for the disciples’ benefit. Notice the following specific
advantages.
First, the disciples experienced Jesus in a more personal
way after the coming of the Holy Spirit than they did before. “I will
not leave you spiritual orphans: I am coming to you” (John 14:18).
What Jesus meant was “My departure will not be like that of a
father whose children are left orphans when he dies. In the Spirit, I
am coming back to you.” He had been a Helper to the disciples,
and now He would send “another” Helper. The word another in the
original language means “one in like manner.” Je-sus told His
disciples, “It looks bad for you because I am going away. However,
I will send someone just like Me—the Holy Spirit.” Jesus promised
the Holy Spirit would soon be for them what He had been for them
while walking on this earth with them. The Holy Spirit reveals
Jesus, glorifies Him, applies His blood and merits to the hearts of
believers, and makes His teachings effective in their lives.
Second, the Holy Spirit has come to be our Comforter by
coming alongside us under all circumstances. Jesus said “And I
will pray to the Father that He send you another Comforter that He
may abide with you forever” (John 14:16). The Greek word
translated “Comforter” is Parakletos, which means “called
alongside to assist.” The Amplified Translation gives further
insight, “But the Comforter (Counselor, Helper, Intercessor,
Advocate, Strengthener, Standby), the Holy Spirit, Whom the
Father will send in My Name [in My place, to represent Me and act
on My behalf], He will teach you all things. And He will cause you
to recall (will remind you of, bring to your remembrance)
everything I have told you.” Some translators call the Holy Spirit
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“the Encourager,” and I would call Him the “Great Encourager” and
the “Great Remembrancer” (John 14:26).
Third, Jesus went to heaven and sent the Holy Spirit to live
in the heart of all believers, so that they might be powerful
witnesses of His saving grace. “When the Spirit is come (to the
church) He will convict the world of sin, of righteousness, and of
judgment. Of sin, because they believe not on me; of
righteousness, because I go to my Father and you will see me no
more; of judgment, because the prince of this world (Satan) is
judged” (John 16:8–11). “But you shall receive power when the
Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be witnesses to Me
both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of
the earth” (Acts 1:8).
Fourth, the disciples would be enabled to “do greater
works” than they had ever witnessed Jesus Himself doing in the
days of His flesh. “Verily, verily, I say unto you, He that believeth on
me, the works that I do shall he do also; and greater works than
these shall he do; because I go unto my Father” (John 14: 12).
This would be possible, for after the coming of the Holy Spirit at
Pentecost every believer would have the presence and power of
Jesus in them through the Person of the Holy Spirit. Prior to the
coming of the Holy Spirit, Jesus was limited to one locale at a
given time. The Holy Spirit would not be limited in location, being
everywhere all the time. The point is that what Jesus was for His
disciples in the first century, He intended the Holy Spirit to be that
for the disciples once He left this earth and for the future
generations of believers as well. After Pentecost He is present in
every believer and every believer is to witness of His saving grace,
resulting in multitudes being saved (Acts 2:41).
It is important to note that the Holy Spirit comes to
believers (the church) and not to the world. This means He works
in and through those who are born again. The Holy Spirit does not
minister in a vacuum. Just as Jesus had a body in order to do His
work on earth, so the Holy Spirit needs a body to accomplish His
ministries. That body is His redeemed church. Our bodies are His
temples and tools, and He wants to use us for His glory (see 1
Corinthians 6:19–20).
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D. L. Moody said, “You might as well try to hear without
ears, see without eyes, or breathe without lungs, as try to live a
Christian life without the Spirit of God.”. He also once wrote, “19
out of every 20 of professed Christians are of no earthly account…
because they have just got life and have settled down and have
not sought the power.” 237 God never imagined that people would
endeavor to do worship services, work in Christian ministry, and
live the Christian life without the power of the Holy Spirit, but that
is sadly what has happened.

The Holy Spirit and the Advancement of the Church
The advance of the church through the ages has been
directly proportional to its experiencing the power of the Holy
Spirit. The book of Acts is a clear and powerful witness of this
truth. Beginning with a membership of 120 persons, the early
church exploded into phenomenal growth and conquest. It is
estimated by some scholars that the church at Pentecost reached
a membership of as many as 50,000 to 100,000 in a short period
of time. The history of the early church is the book of Acts, which
tells the exciting story of the acts of the Holy Spirit through the
apostles and early Christians.
The first missionaries were sent out from a church filled
and taught by the Holy Spirit—the church at Antioch. The Holy
Spirit said to that church, “Separate me Barnabas and Saul for the
work whereunto I have called them. So they being sent forth by the
Holy Spirit departed” (Acts 13–14). These missionaries later
returned and gave a report of their missions to the church. Listen
to the description of their report: “And when they were come, and
had gathered the church together, they rehearsed all that God had
done with them and how He had opened the door of faith unto the
Gentiles” (Acts 14:27). Note carefully to whom they gave credit for
their work, not themselves, but ‘‘all that God (the Holy Spirit) had
done with them.”
Throughout the ages, when the church has risen to its
highest level of power and effectiveness, it has come through a
renewed emphasis on the Holy Spirit. The Reformation brought
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forth a revival in the preaching of the pure Word of God. The
creeds or confessions of all Christian bodies were basically
orthodox. However, by the eighteenth century the church had lost
its passion, its heart, and with it, evangelism and missions. Then
God raised up John Wesley, who being born again and filled with
the Holy Spirit, began to preach the need to be born again and
maintain Scriptural holiness as the way of the Christian life. A
mighty revival resulted in England, and according to the historian,
Lecky, saved England from a devastating revolution like the
French across the channel were experiencing.
At the same time, the Great Awakening was taking place in
America under the powerful preaching of Jonathan Edwards,
George Whitfield, the Tennent Brothers, and others. Dr. Vernon
Stanfield proved in his doctoral thesis that the Great Awakening
(1725–1780) prepared the American colonies to fight the
Revolutionary War. 238
During this same century, God raised up a man by the
name of Shubal Stearns. Stearns was converted under the Spiritfilled preaching of George Whitfield in Connecticut. Finding no
haven in the North or even in Virginia, Shubal came to Sandy Creek,
located in Randolph County in central North Carolina, and fathered
one of the greatest revivals in history. He was a Separatist Baptist,
and his chief emphasis was on the “indispensable role of the Holy
Spirit” in the Christian life and evangelism and missions. In a word,
the Separatist Baptists realized that the work of God is not “by
might or power (of man) but by the Holy Spirit, thus saith the Lord”
(Zechariah 4:6). Shubal Stearns understood that God works
through two instruments: His Word and Spirit.
Today’s churches, many of which are rightly committed to
the inerrancy of Scripture, need a renewed emphasis on the Spirit.
R. T. Kendall has accurately stated, “A silent divorce has taken
place in the Church, generally speaking, between the Word and the
Spirit. And when there is a divorce, sometimes the children stay
with the mother, some-times with the father. In this divorce, we
have those on the ‘Word’ side and those on the ‘Spirit’ side.” 239
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This “divorce” has severely hindered the spiritual growth of
believers in our churches. The “Spirit” churches are open to the
freedom of His operation but depend too often on emotional
experiences to know they “have the victory.” The “Word” churches
develop mighty foundations for believers but often are closed to
the Spirit’s ministry, running to the “safety” of traditionalism and
formalism. However, all Word and no Spirit, you’ll dry up. All Spirit
and no Word, you’ll blow up. But combine the Word and the Spirit,
and you’ll grow up.

Why Are We Afraid of the Holy Spirit?
There are two erroneous approaches to the ministry of the
Holy Spirit: Charis-Phobiacs are those who are afraid of the Spirit;
and Charis-Maniacs are those who are totally enamored with the
Holy Spirit, especially the “sign gifts.”
There is one correct and biblical approach: The
Charismatics. This word is biblical (from Charismata, meaning
“grace gifts”), meaning His ministry and dependence upon His
gifting and empowerment for the Christian life and service,
without which all our labors are in the flesh and futile.
Though time could be spent addressing Charis-Maniacs,
let’s address Christians who are afraid of the Holy Spirit. There is a
healthy fear that everyone should have of the Holy Spirit, because
He is God.
There should be a healthy fear of the power of the Holy
Spirit to the degree that we do not seek to manipulate Him or
come before Him with a dirty life. But beyond that, many
Christians are truly afraid of allowing the Holy Spirit to be for them
what Jesus was for His disciples—a close companion who will
help them live the Christian life. Why? Though other reasons may
exist, Christians seem to be afraid of the Holy Spirit for three
primary reasons.
First, Christians are afraid of extreme Pentecostalism.
There have been so many who have abused the doctrine of the
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Holy Spirit and have manipulated the masses with emotional
experiences, emphases upon only the spectacular gifts, like
tongues or healings, have claimed to be “slain in the Spirit,” etc.
This has caused the average Christian in the pew to be afraid that
if he ever sought a thriving relationship with the Holy Spirit or
sought His infilling, he would expose himself to the fanaticism of
extreme Pentecostalism.
Robert Morris admits, “I grew up in… a denomination that
avoided mentioning the Holy Spirit whenever possible. Our
denominational leaders treated Him a bit like the crazy uncle who
shows up at Thanksgiving once every few years and horrifies
everyone with his inappropriate behavior. You can’t help being
related to this uncle, but you hope that if you don’t mention his
name or send him a Christmas card, he will stay away.” 240
Second, Christians are afraid of losing control. It is true
that the American brand of Christianity has made a “God in our
own image.” We really want a God we can lead around on a leash,
controlling all aspects of what God is allowed to do in our lives.
Imagine you were one of the disciples in the first century, walking
around with Jesus. Could you have controlled Jesus? Certainly not.
When Jesus spat on the ground, made mud, put it on a man’s eyes
in order to heal him, would you have continued to walk with Jesus?
It is no different today.
There will be times that you will not be able to control what
happens in your life or in your church, but this should never keep
you from a thriving Christian experience with God. For thirty-three
years, there was one God on the planet—Jesus. The religious
leaders of the first century said, “We do not want to accept Jesus.”
However, they continued in their dead formalism and legalism.
They certainly had religion, but they did not know God in His fullest
reality! When Jesus left, He personally sent the Holy Spirit to be for
us what He had been for His disciples.
When God comes to our church today, He does it by and
through the Holy Spirit. If you become serious about knowing God
in private experience, you will only do it by and through the Holy
Spirit. You cannot manipulate or control the Holy Spirit, and you
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cannot keep Him in a box. He is Sovereign and will do as He
pleases. This can be frightening at times, but that is where faith
and trust come.
The renowned Puritan preacher John Owen wrote
prolifically on the person and work of the Holy Spirit. In his
discourse “On the Holy Spirit” occurs a remarkable passage in
which he states: “The sin of despising (the person of the Holy
Spirit) and rejecting His work now is the same nature with idolatry
of old, and with the Jews’ rejection of the person of the Son.”
In plain terms, John Owen tells us that if the sin of Old
Testament times was the rejection of God the Father, and the sin
of New Testament times was the rejection of God the Son, then
the sin of our times is the rejection of God the Holy Spirit. 241 We
must not reject the Holy Spirit simply because we are afraid of
losing control.
Third, Christians are afraid of the unknown. The more we
endeavor to understand His ministry to us, the less frightened we
will be. When a couple gets married, they say “I do” and spend the
rest of their lives figuring out what “I do” means. There is a
growing experience. After the ceremony, you would certainly be
able to say, “That is my wife, and I have all of her. She has all of
me.” However, you do not even understand all of her. You will
spend the rest of your life unpacking her personality, her fears, her
desires, her goals for the future, etc.
At the beginning of the Christian life, you have all of the
Holy Spirit, but you spend the rest of your life moving deeper and
deeper in experience, understanding the Holy Spirit in a more
personal way. Christians should not be afraid of this.
The Bible tells us many of the aspects of His ministry. We
simply don’t understand much about the Holy Spirit. The more we
get to know Him, the less we need to be afraid.
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Understanding the Holy Spirit by His Names
Billy Graham once told of an Indian who came down from
the mountains and saw the ocean for the first time. He was so
amazed, that he requested a jar. He took the jar out into the ocean
and filled it with water from the ocean. When asked what the
Indian would do with the jar, the Indian replied, “My people have
never seen the Great Water. I will carry this jar to them so they can
see what it is like.” Graham described his attempt at writing his
book on the Holy Spirit like trying to capture the ocean in a quart
jar. The subject is so infinite – and our minds are so finite. 242
However, looking at the Holy Spirit’s names in Scripture
helps to understand His ministry in the life of the believer. Just as
the Father has names to explain different aspects of His
personality (Jehovah Shalom, Jehovah Tsidkenuh, Jehovah
Makkedesh, Jehovah Jireh, Jehovah Rapha, El Shaddai, etc,…) and
Just as Jesus has names to explain different aspects of His
Person (I am the Way, I am the Truth, I am the Life, I am the Door, I
am the Good Shepherd, I am the Bread of Life, etc,...), the Holy
Spirit has names to express different aspects of His personality:
1. He is called the Holy Spirit (1 Thessalonians 4:7, 8).
Among the three members of the Holy Trinity, the Holy
Spirit particularly has the office of holiness and purity. The
Holy Spirit is the power that brings holiness and purity to
believers.
2. He is called the Spirit of God (Ephesians 4:30; Genesis 1:2;
1 Corinthians 2:11). This designation is appropriate
because the Spirit is sent by God (John 15:26), and
because it is through the Holy Spirit that God calls sinners
to Jesus the Savior (John 6:44), reveals the truth (Matthew
11:25), and leads believers (Romans 8:14).
3. He is called the Spirit of Christ (Romans 8:9). Christ said
that when the Holy Spirit came to dwell within believers, it
would be Christ himself (John 14:16–20), hence the name.
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4. He is called the Comforter (John 15:26). The Greek term is
Paraklete, which means “Strengthener, Standby, Comforter,
Counselor, Helper.” It also means one who has been called
alongside another. The Holy Spirit is to be for us in the
twenty-first century what Jesus was for His disciples in the
first century.
Another way to understand the Holy Spirit in the life of the
believer is to see the symbols that represent His ministry. He is
shown in Scriptures to be like water, fire, wind, a dove, oil, a seal,
and wine.
The Holy Spirit is described as like water (John 7:37–38).
Water does several things. First, water preserves life. A human
being is composed of 60 percent water. If dehydrated, a person is
in danger of losing physical life. Second, water cleanses. Water is
indispensable to the cleansing of our bodies. If we had no access
to water, the filthiness may eventually make us sick or even cause
death. Every day we wash our bodies, clothes, kitchen counters,
etc. And so our spiritual lives should be cleansed daily by the Holy
Spirit. The Holy Spirit, as if washing us with water, refreshes us
and renews our hearts so we can lead clean lives (see Titus 3:5).
Third, water refreshes. The Holy Spirit refreshes our spiritual life.
We are born again by the Holy Spirit (John 3:5), and by
continuously drinking of the Holy Spirit, we can preserve our
spiritual life (Ephesians 5:18). Through the Holy Spirit, we become
energetic, enjoying the satisfying life in which we shall never thirst
(John 4:13–14).
Like water, the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit brings
life, freshness, and vitality to the believer. Artesian wells differ
from ordinary wells in that their waters are discharged by natural
pressures on their reservoirs, so that pumping is not necessary to
raise the water. Such wells are true springs. Each Christian has
within himself a spiritual artesian well that will never run dry.
The Holy Spirit is described as like fire (Matthew 3:11).
Fire does several things. First, fire consumes. The Holy Spirit also
burns away the dross of sin (Hebrews 12:29). The most perfect
method of purification known to mankind is by fire. The Holy Spirit
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wants to consume us in fire, burning away the imperfections in our
lives—we are like the gold in a refiner’s fire. Hebrews 9:14 and 1
Peter 1:22 both speak of the purifying and cleansing work of the
Holy Spirit in our lives. Second, fire empowers. Without fire, there
is no power. That power comes from the Holy Spirit who energizes
us for the Lord’s work. Power was the primary reason God sent
the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:8). Third, fire gives light. Without the Holy
Spirit, we would not understand the truth of God’s Word (1
Corinthians 2:10–12; John 14:26). Fourth, fire transforms. When
you become a Christian, it is now the Holy Spirit’s job to help
transform you into the image of Jesus Christ (2 Corinthians 3:18;
Romans 8:29). Finally, fire attracts. You don’t have to advertise a
fire. People will rush to the scene of a fire. The fire of the Holy
Spirit attracts people.
The Holy Spirit is described as like wind (John 3:8). The
Holy Spirit is like the wind because He comes from heaven, moves
at His own will, and is commanded by no one except God Himself.
We do not know from whence the Holy Spirit comes or where He
goes. The Holy Spirit is invisible but powerful. We have
experienced tornadoes and hurricanes with wind speeds that can
be destructive. At the same time, there is nothing like a cool
breeze on a hot, humid summer day to revive a soul. The Greek
word pneuma can be translated as “spirit,” “wind,” or “breath.” The
imagery of the Holy Spirit as wind is found in the Scriptures. He is
like a productive wind, not a destructive one.
First, wind is invisible. You can feel the wind and see the
effects of the wind, but you cannot see the wind. So, too, one
cannot see the Holy Spirit, but he can see the effects of the Holy
Spirit all around him. Second, wind moves and influences. When
Peter spoke of the authors of Scripture being “moved by the Holy
Spirit” (2 Peter 1:21), he used a word that pictured a ship being
moved along the waves by catching the wind in its sails. Just as
the wind blows leaves or a kite in a certain direction, so the Holy
Spirit “blew” the human writers of the books of the Bible in certain
directions as they wrote. The result of this influence of the Holy
Spirit was that the words written by the human authors were the
words God would have written had He chosen to take the pen
Himself and not involve humans in the writing process.
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The Holy Spirit is described as a dove (Matthew 3:16). As
a dove, the Holy Spirit should be associated with love, peace, and
gentleness. The dove is also gentle and sensitive. The Holy Spirit
is also gentle and sensitive to what Christians do. We can quickly
grieve Him and quench Him by what we allow into our lives and in
our churches.
The Holy Spirit is described by the symbol of oil (1
Samuel 16:13; 1 John 2:27). As in the case with the future King
David, oil symbolized God’s approval for the appointed task. Oil is
also related to healing (Luke 10:34; James 5:14), the blessings of
God, such as joy and comfort (Psalm 23:5, 45:7, 104:15; Joel 1:10,
2:24) and light (Psalm 119:105). The Holy Spirit heals us spiritually
by bringing life. He provides joy and gladness, gives truth, and is
the source of power for our service for God.
The Holy Spirit is described by the symbol of the seal
(Ephesians 1:13–14, 4:30; 2 Corinthians 1:22). The concept of
sealing was common in biblical times. It signified security,
ownership, authority, and permanence. These characteristics can
also be seen in our spiritual sealing:
•

God is the One who sealed us (2 Corinthians 1:22). There is
no authority or protector greater than Him.

•

God seals only believers (2 Corinthians 1:22).

•

He sealed us completely in a moment of time (2
Corinthians 1:22). Sealing is not a process: It is a nonrepeatable event.

•

A person is sealed when he believes in Christ (Ephesians
1:13). Logically, the sealing occurs after one believes, but
chronologically it happened at the moment of salvation.

•

The Holy Spirit is Himself the seal (Ephesians 1:13; 2
Timothy 2:19). The Lord knows who belongs to Him by the
presence of the Holy Spirit in our lives.
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•

The seal of the Spirit is God’s promise that we will have full
redemption in eternity (Ephesians 1:14).

•

Believers can grieve the Spirit by their sins, but they cannot
break the divine seal (Ephesians 4:30).

•

The seal points to the day of redemption, the day when
Christ returns to take us to be with Him (Ephesians
4:30).243

Finally, the Holy Spirit is like wine (Ephesians 5:18; Acts
2:12-13). The Holy Spirit is contrasted with wine. He provided a
different (beneficial) kind of control and true joy. The analogy is
that as wine frees people from their inhibitions and causes them
to act spontaneously, so too the Spirit frees believers to act
spontaneously for God. 244 John Stott once said,
We can indeed agree that in both drunkenness and the
fullness of the Spirit two strong influences are at work
within us, alcohol in the bloodstream and the Holy Spirit in
our hearts. But, whereas excessive alcohol leads to
unrestrained and irrational morals, transforming the
drunkard into an animal, the fullness of the Spirit leads to
restrained and rational moral behavior, transforming the
Christian into the image of Christ... one makes us like
beasts, the other like Christ. 245

Six Commands about the Holy Spirit
There are six New Testament commands about the Holy
Spirit that every believer should obey. In the first place, the two
commands to the sinner is to stop resisting Him (Acts 7:51) and
to be born of the Spirit (John 3:6-8). The Holy Spirit only has one
job with the unsaved person and that is to draw him to Jesus
Christ. Every time a lost person goes to church or hears a steeple
bell ring; every time he hears a sermon, gets a tract, turns on the
television and hears a gospel preacher; every time something
happens that makes him even slightly aware of the fact he needs
to receive Jesus and be saved, that is the ministry of the Holy
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Spirit. Only He can give a sinner that awareness. J. Gresham
Machen said, “What the Holy Spirit does in the new birth is not
make a man a Christian regardless of the evidence, but on the
contrary to clear away the mists from his eyes and enable him to
attend to the evidence.” 246
In the second place, the two commands to the Christian
living in sin is to stop grieving Him (Ephesians 4:30), and to walk
in the Spirit (Galatians 5:16, 25). The word “grieve,” according to
one Greek scholar, denotes “a pain or grief that can only be
experienced between two people who deeply love each other. This
word lupe would normally be used to picture a husband or wife
who has discovered his or her mate has been unfaithful. As a
result of this unfaithfulness, the betrayed spouse is shocked,
devastated, hurt, wounded, and grieved because of the pain that
accompanies unfaithfulness, knowing there has been adultery.” 247
Charles Allen, the well-known Methodist pastor, had a
golfing buddy who according to others was easily frustrated on
the golf course. After he hit bad shots he would frequently use
foul language. Others said this about his golfing buddy, but Allen
himself never heard the man utter a profane word. So one day
Charles Allen asked him about it. The man simply replied, “When I
am with my preacher I control myself.” Later Allen used this as
story as a sermon illustration. He said, “Suppose one realized that
he or she is in God’s presence at all times. What a marvelous
difference that would make.” 248
In the third place, the two commands to a Christian who is
suppressing the Holy Spirit’s work is to stop quenching Him (1
Thessalonians 5:19), and to be filled and controlled by the Holy
Spirit (Ephesians 5:18). To “quench” in this verse is taken from
the Greek word sbennumi. The word sbennumi means “to
extinguish, smother, suppress, douse, put out, snuff out, or to quell.
It most often means to extinguish a fire by dousing it with water.
In some places, it means to evaporate or to dry up.”
To quench the Spirit means to stifle His work in our midst,
to limit and hinder Him. Sin quenches the Spirit. Traditions quench
Him. Man-made rules and regulations in public worship quench
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Him. Disunity quenches Him. Someone has said, “Cold looks,
contemptuous words, silence, studied disregard, go a long way to
quench Him. So does unsympathetic criticism.” 249 The Spirit is
quenched whenever His ministry is stifled in an individual or in the
church. By comparison, the Christian grieves the Holy Spirit by
doing something He tells you not to do, and he quenches the Holy
Spirit by not doing something He tells you to do.
Resisting has to do with the regenerating work of the Spirit;
grieving has to do with the indwelling Holy Spirit; quenching has to
do with the enduement of the Spirit for service. When you are born
of the Spirit, the Holy Spirit is resident. When you walk in the Spirit,
He is present. When you are filled with the Spirit, He is president.
The heart cry of every believer is not simply for pardon, but also
for power. The sinner goes to the Cross for pardon; the believer
goes to Pentecost for power.
In the book They Found the Secret, author V. Raymond
Edman tells the spiritual biography of twenty different men and
women, many of whom are spiritual giants in the Christian world
(D. L. Moody, Hudson Taylor, Amy Carmichael, Oswald Chambers,
John Bunyan, etc.). They were missionaries, pastors, evangelists
and more; however, each one of them came to a point in his life
where he knew he could not live the Christian life on his own. They
needed something, or more correctly, Someone, so that they may
find the abundant life that Jesus promised. They were Christians,
and theologically they had the Holy Spirit, but experientially they
were not living in the light of these truths. The Holy Spirit was
present, but not president.
Edman notes about these lives, “The pattern seems to be
self-centeredness, self-effort, increasing inner dissatisfaction and
outer discouragement, a temptation to give it all up because there
is no better way, and then finding the Spirit of God to be their
strength, their guide, their confidence and companion – in a word
their life. The crisis of the deeper life is the key that unlocks the
secret of their transformation.” 250 Their experience does not
necessarily come with a lot of emotion, or with fanaticism, but it
certainly comes in reality.
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How to Be Filled with the Spirit
Bill Bright urges: "Every Christian not only has the
prerogative of being filled with the Holy Spirit but is also
admonished to be filled with the Holy Spirit. Therefore, if a
Christian is not filled he is disobedient to the command of God,
Who commanded us to be filled, and is sinning against Him.
Further, since God commands us in His Word to be filled with the
Spirit, we may be certain that He has the power to fill us the very
moment we invite Him to do so." 251 Assuming you already have
the Holy Spirit through the new birth, you must meet the following
conditions.
First, desire to be filled (Matthew 5:6; John 7:37). Being
filled begins with desire. “Does this describe you? Are you thirsty –
maybe a little desperate – for a closer walk with God? Do you ever
find yourself crying out with the psalmist, ‘My soul thirsts for God,
for the living God. When shall I come and appear before God?’
(Psalm 42:2). Jesus said that when the Holy Spirit controls you,
you will have a hunger and a thirst to know God and grow in Him.
Out of this acute, life-defining thirst comes the Spirit-controlled
life.” 252
Second, denounce all the known sin in your life. David
Jeremiah explains:
Confession of sin is critical, but denunciation is a step
beyond confession. I might confess to a problem with
impure thoughts, but what good does that do if I go out
and buy a Playboy magazine this afternoon? Paul
explained it like this: ‘Since we have these promises, dear
friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that
contaminates the body and spirit, perfecting holiness out of
reverence for God’ (2 Cor. 7: 1, NIV). When we come to be
filled with the Spirit, we have to cleanse our hearts through
the shed blood of the Lord Jesus Christ. We have to say,
‘God, if there is any sin in my life, if there’s something I’m
doing that isn’t pleasing to You, put Your finger on it. Show
me what it is, and Lord, I will denounce it. I will confess it,
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and I will turn from it.’ You can’t be filled with the Holy
Spirit while you’re harboring your own little pet sins. Maybe
it’s a place to which you go, a relationship in which you’re
involved, the types of entertainment you indulge in, or a
habit you’ve clung to for years - something that you know
violates God’s standards. You will never be filled with the
Spirit of God until you denounce it, confess it, and forsake
it. The Holy Spirit isn’t just a title, that’s who He is, and He
doesn’t enjoy living in an unclean environment. If there is
known, unconfessed sin in your life, the Holy Spirit will not
take control. The very fact of your sin is evidence that He
isn’t in control.253
Third, die to self (2 Corinthians 4: 10). To be filled with the
Spirit is to yield to His control. It is to take self off the throne of
your heart and enthrone Jesus.
Southern Baptist missionary Bertha Smith recounts a
prayer meeting where a fellow missionary to the Chinese was not
filled with the Spirit, with others all around him having already
experienced this blessing. He was discouraged and kept crying
out, “Lord, crucify me! Lord, crucify me! I do not want anything to
do with my old self any longer!” Bertha went up to him and told
him, “Brother, the Lord is not going to do that for you! Had he been
going to crucify you, he would have done so long ago! In fact, he
did crucify you in his Son. He will not force you over your will to
accept that. The Lord never does anything for you over your will
and choice. He has been waiting ever since you were saved for
you to take that position for yourself. He is still waiting until you,
by an act of your will, assign that old self to the position of death
where the Lord already sees you!” The man argued with her, and
kept crying and begging God to crucify him. The rest of the group
kept praying for him, until he surprised everyone by finally yelling
out, “Lord, I lay this stinking carcass down!” 254
Romans 12:1-2 are absolute keys to the Spirit-controlled
life, and tells us to present ourselves as “living sacrifices.”
Third, depend fully upon the Holy Spirit. A better word is
surrender. Surrender is just the opposite of rededication of life or
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what we call commitment. When we commit to the Lord, we name
the terms of our commitment. When we surrender, we let Him set
the terms. Just suppose Jesus was standing before you and
asked you to demonstrate your commitment on a blank sheet of
paper He would hand to you. He would not ask you to list on the
paper the things you would commit and then sign your name at
the bottom. He would just ask you to sign your name at the
bottom, and He would fill in over your signature what He would
expect and require.
In summary, the requirements are:
•

I want to be filled – desire

•

I want to get rid of the sin in my life – denounce

•

I want to give control of myself to God – die

•

I surrender absolutely to the Holy Spirit – dependence

The Wonderful Spirit-Filled Life
I was saved at the age of nine. Thus, I was born of the Holy
Spirit, indwelt by His presence, baptized into the body of Christ,
but I was not filled until I was thirty-four years old. It happened on
the streets of Greensboro, North Carolina, and at a time of
desperate need. My experience was not an emotional one. I saw
no angels. I did not go into a trance. I did not speak in tongues. I
did not swoon, nor was I “slain in the Spirit.” I was overwhelmingly
conscious in my spirit that the Holy Spirit was with me and beside
me and walking with me. I saw no physical person. But I was as
conscious of the presence of the Holy Spirit as I would have been
if my wife in her physical body had been walking beside me.
In a word, the Holy Spirit revealed Himself to me in the way
Jesus had promised He would: The Parakletos (John 14:16), One
like Himself who would be called beside His children forever. I
cannot describe the assurance that came over my soul. I knew
without a doubt that I was not alone in living a godly life and
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experiencing a powerful ministry, but that I dared not speak of it
publicly for a long time and now only cautiously and reverently.
However, one can’t hide anything from his wife, though he tries!
Thus, within an hour when I joined my wife, she turned to me and
asked, “Bill, what has happened to you?” I replied, “Has something
happened that is unusual?” She replied, “Yes.” Then I asked, “Is it
something good or bad?” She replied, “Good.” At that point I
shared of my encounter with the Holy Spirit on Davie Street. Since
then I have heard my wife say time and time again, “I received a
new
As for myself I do not mean to imply that my encounter
with the Holy Spirit that day exempted me from some struggles,
disappointments, hardships, even some “Dark Gethsemane”
nights. But I do say that though I have found myself at times in the
valley, I have never doubted that the wonderful Parakletos was
with me and would sustain me in the darkest hour.
My encounter occurred some fifty years ago, however, and
I continue to draw immeasurable strength from Him, having
experienced many “infillings.” Hallelujah – that was the beginning
of a new day in my life, without which I believe I would have
despaired long before now.
I am in total agreement with James Stewart, who once said,
“If we could but show the world that being committed to Christ is
no tame, humdrum, sheltered monotony, but the most exciting
adventure the human spirit can ever know, those who have been
standing outside the church and looking askance at Christ will
come crowding in to pay allegiance... and we may well expect the
greatest revival since Pentecost.”
For our churches and pastors to regain the lifetransforming power that can revitalize and revive God’s people, we
must yearn to be dependent upon the Holy Spirit once again. The
history of the church proves that without the Holy Spirit we may
have man-made work, but it will never last or have lasting effects.
Truly, unless we have the Holy Spirit, we have nothing.
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Empathetic Suggestions
1. Brother Pastor, though the theologians are correct when
they say you have all the Holy Spirit at the new birth, do not be
content until you have been filled experientially with the Holy
Spirit. I would have left the ministry long ago had it not been for
this definite experience.
2. Once your heart is convicted and your mind is
convinced, boldly lead your church into the ministry of the Holy
Spirit. Though some Baptist leaders are waking up to the Spirit’s
work, many churches have never allowed the New Testament to
speak plainly on the subject.
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Afterword from Bill Bennett:

“My People Perish for
Lack of Knowledge” (Hosea 4:6)
The above verse is a description of the people of Israel in
the days of the prophet Hosea. Why were the people in such a
condition? Because their spiritual leaders, the priests, were
spiritual counterfeits. They knew neither the Lord nor His Word.
They were primarily interested in having an easy job that would
provide them creature comforts and even sexual pleasures. “Don’t
blame the people for what’s happening,” Hosea said to the corrupt
priests, “because they are only following your bad example.” And
so it was then, and so it is today.
As spiritual leadership goes, so goes the church. As goes
the church, so goes morality; and as goes morality so goes the
nation. God’s people are “the salt and light” of society (Matthew
5:13–16), but if they are corrupt, then society becomes corrupt.
The church can never rise above the life and leadership of its
pastors. As highlighted earlier, in the fourteenth century, English
churches fell upon evil days primarily because of corrupt
clergymen, and the insightful poet Chaucer in his Canterbury Tales
asked the question, “When gold rusts, what will iron do?”
In previous chapters I have lamented and shared with a
broken heart the woeful state of the church in our day. Many
factors contribute to this pitiable condition, but the chief one is
failure of the spiritual leaders to live godly lives, thereby making it
impossible for them to proclaim the whole counsel of God. Much
preaching in our day is “mild-mannered men preaching a mildmannered message to a mild-mannered people.”
What is God’s command to pastors and all spiritual leaders
in this apocalyptic age? Paul gives that word in 1 Timothy 4:1,
“Now the Spirit speaks expressly, that in the latter times some
shall depart from the faith, giving heed to seducing spirits and the
doctrines of devils.” Paul goes on to say that if one would be a
“good minister of Jesus Christ” he must be “nourished up by the
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words of the faith and of good doctrine. Have nothing to do with
myths and old wives tales; rather, train yourself to be godly … Set
the example for the believers in speech, life, love, in faith and
purity … Be diligent in these matters, give yourself wholly to them,
so that everyone will see your progress. Watch your life and
doctrine closely. Persevere in them, because if you do, you will
save both yourself and your hearers.” (1 Timothy 4:6–7, 12, 15–
16).
There is no group I love as much as the preachers and
shepherds of God’s people. I sat for more than a half century
where they sit today. I experienced their triumphs and also their
sorrows. Sometimes I was on the mountaintop; other times, I
spent quite a few “Dark Gethsemane nights.” So the words I speak
to other pastors I first speak to myself: Our people’s greatest need
is our personal holiness, and it is not great talent God blesses but
great likeness to Jesus.
Not all, but many of our people are crying out for a pastor
who knows God, who lives for His glory everyday of his life, who
cares for them and their children, and who preaches as Jesus did.
Just before he died, Dr. R. G. Lee said to me, “The greatest need by
far of Southern Baptists is a revival of personal holiness in the
lives of our pastors, which is now so sorely lacking.”
I conclude with my thesis “The church is in demise
because of the vanishing of the gospel,” but the church will live
again if her leaders “take heed of themselves and their doctrine” (1
Timothy 4:16). That is the burning desire of my heart.
How about you, my Brother Pastor?
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