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Paul, An Apostle of Jesus Christ
Conformed to the Image of His Son
For God So Loved the World
By Gregg Bing
"For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish but have everlasting life." (John 3:16)
These are probably the most familiar words in the Bible. For many of us, this was the first verse we ever memorized as children. You may even be thinking now, "I know this verse. I've studied it and heard sermons and lessons on it all my life." Yet, the riches of God's Word, including this verse, are inexhaustible. There are always new truths we can learn from a verse or passage as we continue to study and meditate on it. So, let's take another look at this precious verse—John 3:16.
Please notice that the verse does not just say, "For God loved the world ..." It says, "For God so loved the world." The word "so" is a small word, only two letters, but it has great meaning.
The Greek word translated "so" is "houtos" which means "the manner, type, or extent" of something. In this case, it refers to the manner of God's love. In the Greek text, the word for "so" comes first, which emphasizes the importance of this word. The purpose of John 3:16 is to describe the manner, type, or extent of God's love. As we examine this verse a little more closely, we will see four aspects of God's love which convey to us how "God so loved the world."
Who God Loved
Who did God love? The world! The word "world" is translated from the Greek word "kosmos" which has more than one meaning. God certainly does not love the evil "world system" that is ruled by Satan (John 12:31), but God does love all the people of the world. God "desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth" (1 Tim. 2:4). He is "not willing that any should perish, but that all should come to repentance" (2 Pet. 3:9). The lake of fire, which many refer to as hell, is an eternal place of punishment where all unbelievers will one day be cast (Rev. 20:15), however, God never intended it for man, but for Satan and his angels (Matt. 25:41).
When the Lord Jesus Christ, God's Son, came into the world, He came to give "Himself a ransom for all" (1 Tim. 2:6). Jesus Christ became the "propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only, but also for the whole world" (1 John 2:2). God's holiness and righteousness require that a payment of death must be paid for sins (Rom. 6:23). Jesus' death on the cross met this requirement for the sins of the whole world. At the cross of Calvary, "God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto Himself" (2 Cor. 5:19). The finished work of Christ made it possible for all the people of the world to be reconciled to God. What was the extent of God's love? He loved the whole world.
Why God Loved
Why would God love the people of the world? Let's begin by looking at this question from the negative side. First, God did not love us because of Christ's death. Some believe and teach that the death of Christ made it possible for God to love us. John 3:16, as well as many other verses of Scripture, show that the exact opposite is true. God's love for us came first. It was His great love that led Him to send His Son to die for us.
Second, God did not love us because of any merit on our part. Romans 5:6-10 gives a clear picture of what we are by nature.
"For when we were still without strength, in due time Christ died for the ungodly. For scarcely for a righteous man will one die; yet perhaps for a good man someone would even dare to die. But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Much more then, having now been justified by His blood, we shall be saved from wrath through Him. For if when we were enemies we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son, much more, having been reconciled, we shall be saved by His life."
The Holy Spirit, through Paul, declares that we were without strength, ungodly, unrighteous, not good, sinners, and enemies of God. Yet, even in this terrible, sinful state, God loved us.
If God did not love us because of what Christ did for us, and He did not love us because of who we were or what we had done, then why? This is certainly a puzzling question to us, especially with the limitations of our human minds. The simple answer is, God loved us because of who He is.
"Beloved, let us love one another, for love is of God; and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. He who does not love does not know God, for God is love." (1 John 4:7-8)
This passage tells us two key things about God. First, "love is of God." God Himself is the source of all love. No one is capable of love who is not born of God and who does not know God. Second, "God is love." Many people look at God as a holy and righteous Judge who is constantly watching our every move, ready to condemn us when we sin. It is true that God is holy and righteous, and He must judge sin, but God is also loving, merciful, and gracious.
"But God, who is rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us, even when were were dead in trespasses, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you have been saved)." (Eph. 2:4-5)
God loved us because that is His character, His nature, His person. God is love. Though we may not fully understand it, this seems to be the only explanation for why God would so love unrighteous, ungodly sinners, such as ourselves.
How God Expressed His Love
God expressed His love for us through a gift. God so loved the world that He "gave." The Greek word for "love" in John 3:16 is "agape" which is the highest form of love. In the New Testament, the Holy Spirit raises the meaning of this word to an even higher level than what classical Greek writers used it for. Agape love is unmerited love. It is a giving love; a love that requires nothing before being given and expects nothing in return. But what did God give?
God so loved the world that He gave "His only begotten Son." When we think of the relationship between a father and son, it is often seen as very close, and loving, but the relationship between God the Father and God the Son is far deeper. John 1:18 describes the only begotten Son as the One "who is in the bosom of the Father." This pictures the closeness and love of the relationship between God the Father and God the Son. While the Lord Jesus was here on earth, His Father in heaven declared His eternal love for His Son at both His baptism and His transfiguration, saying "This is My Beloved Son in whom I am well pleased" (Matt. 3:17, 17:5). The gospel of John records the fact that the Father loves the Son (John 3:35, 5:20, 17:24), and that the Son loves the Father as well (John 14:31).
Why does God the Father love His only begotten Son? One reason is because of who the Son is. The Lord Jesus Christ, God's only begotten Son, is very God Himself. Jesus stated in John 10:30, "I and My Father are one." Yet, their relationship is also expressed and described in Scripture as that of Father and Son. This enables us to better understand the love between the Father and the Son, because we have seen or experienced similar relationships between earthly fathers and sons.
One thing that needs to be stressed is that the Lord Jesus is "the only begotten Son." The expression "only begotten" carries the meaning of "the only one of its kind." As believers, we are called in Scripture, "children of God" (Rom. 8:16, Phil. 2:15) and "sons of God" (Rom. 8:14, Gal. 3:26), therefore we can call God, "Father" (Rom. 8:15), but the Lord Jesus Christ has a unique relationship with God the Father, different from ours. After Jesus was raised from the dead, He met Mary Magdalene and instructed her, "Go to My brethren and say to them, I am ascending to My Father and your Father, and to My God and your God" (John 20:17). He did not say "our" Father, but clearly pointed out the difference between His relationship with the Father and theirs.
Another reason that the Father loves the Son is because of what the Son did. The Lord Jesus pleased the Father in all that He said and did. The Son, became a man, and as such, He "humbled Himself and became obedient" to the will of His Father, "to the point of death, even the death of the cross" (Phil. 2:8). Jesus stated in John 10:17, "Therefore My Father loves Me, because I lay down My life that I may take it again."
The love between the Father and the only begotten Son is like that described in Ephesians 3:19, it surpasses our knowledge.
In what way did the Father give (or give up) His Son? The answer to this question is found in 1 John 4:9-10.
"In this the love of God was manifested toward us, that God has sent His only begotten Son into the world, that we might live through Him. In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins."
Two times in this passage it says that God "sent" His Son. The word "sent" literally means "sent away." It implies a separation between Father and Son. First, God sent His Son "into the world." This refers to the INCARNATION, when God the Son, who was in the bosom of the Father, left that position and came into this world. He "emptied Himself" of the form and glory that He had with the Father and became a man (Phil. 2:6-7, John 17:5). Hebrews 2:9 states that Jesus was "made a little lower than the angels." What a tremendous sacrifice the Father made to see His Son become a man and humble Himself this way.
Second, God sent His Son "to be the propitiation for our sins." This refers to the CRUCIFIXION, when the Lord Jesus Christ suffered and died on the cross for the sins of the whole world (1 John 2:2). Jesus suffered in many different ways. He endured terrible forms of physical pain and suffering, including being beaten, crowned with thorns, scourged, and then crucified. He also suffered mentally and emotionally, being mocked, spit upon, taunted, rejected of men, and publicly executed as a vile criminal. No one likes to see a loved one suffer, but the Father was willing to give up His Son to suffer in this way for our sake (1 Pet. 2:21, Heb. 2:9).
But greater still were the spiritual sufferings that Jesus endured for us on that cross. Christ died "for our sins" (1 Cor. 15:3-4). He Himself "bore our sins in His own body on the tree" (I Peter 2:24). He, who knew no sin, "was made sin for us" (2 Cor. 5:21).
As Jesus hung there on that cross, Matthew 27:45 tells us that "from the sixth hour until the ninth hour there was darkness over all the land." I believe that during these three hours Jesus bore the weight of the sins of the world upon Himself. At about the ninth hour, Jesus cried out with a loud voice, saying, "My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?" (Matt. 27:46) When Jesus spoke the first time while hanging on the cross, He said, "Father, forgive them" (Luke 23:34). When Jesus spoke the last time from the cross, He said, "Father, into Your hands I commit My spirit" (Luke 23:46). Yet, at the ninth hour, Jesus did not call Him "Father," a term of relationship, closeness, and love. He simply cried out "My God, My God." Why the change? Because while Jesus carried the sins of the world for those three hours, His Father in heaven forsook Him. The expression "forsaken Me" in Matthew 27:46 means "totally abandoned; utterly forsaken." As difficult as it was to watch His Son's sufferings on the cross, it surely was harder for the Father to turn His back and forsake His Son while He was in such agony.
God didn't do this because we deserved such a gift as this, or because we first loved Him (1 John 4:10). God did this for us even though we were ungodly, unrighteous sinners, even enemies of God (Rom. 5:6-10, 3:10-18). Yet, because of His great love for us, God was rich in mercy toward us (Eph. 2:4), not sparing His own beloved Son, "but delivered Him up for us all" (Rom. 8:32). Ask yourself this question, Would you give up your dearest loved one (whether it be a spouse, a parent, or a child) to die for your worst enemy? God did! For God "so" loved the world. "Thanks be unto God for His indescribable Gift!" (2 Cor. 9:15)
What God's Love Accomplished
What did God's love accomplish on our behalf? The answer to this question is found in the last phrase of John 3:16, "that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life." The word "that" literally means "in order that." The word speaks of purpose or intent. It was God's purpose that all who believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, God's precious Son, should not perish, but have everlasting life.
Here is God's wonderful offer of salvation from sin. It is available to "whosoever" will believe. While it is true that Christ died for the sins of the whole world (1 John 2:2), not everyone will be saved. The offer is to all. Everyone has the opportunity to be saved, but salvation will be experienced and received only by those who believe.
What does it mean to "believe" in Him? The word "believe" is the Greek word "pisteuo." It carries the idea of considering something to be true, but it also means much more. It is not enough simply to believe that God exists. Even Satan's demons believe this (James 2:19). It is not even enough to believe the facts concerning the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The word "believe" means to trust in, to have confidence in, to commit to, to rely upon. To "believe in" the Lord Jesus means to believe that He died for your sins on the cross, that He was buried, and that He arose from the dead (1 Cor. 15:3-4). It means to trust in Him and His finished work, to totally rely upon Him and Him alone to save you from your sins. Many people are taught today that they must do something in order to be saved; that the finished work of Christ is not enough; that they themselves must add something to what the Lord Jesus accomplished. If you accept this teaching, you totally miss what it means to "believe in Him."
What happens to a person who does not believe? They perish. The word "perish" describes a terrible condition; one of ruin, loss, and total destruction. While the word "perish" may have reference to physical death (cf. John 18:14), in John 3:16 it refers to perishing spiritually. 2 Corinthians 4:3 teaches that the gospel is veiled (hidden) "to those who are lost." In 1 Corinthians 1:18, Paul states that "the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing," but to those who are saved, it is the power of God! Here we see the contrast between those who are "perishing" and those who are "saved." To "perish" is to remain unsaved and suffer the spiritual loss, ruin, and destruction that will happen to every person who does not trust in Jesus Christ as Savior. There is nothing in this word that implies annihilation. To perish means to suffer this ruin, loss and destruction for all eternity.
It was not God's purpose or desire to judge or condemn the world. The lake of fire, which is the place of eternal punishment for the unrighteous, was not prepared for men, but for the devil and his angels (Matt. 25:41). God sent His Son into the world to provide the means of salvation for all men.
"For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world through Him might be saved." (John 3:17)
All who "believe in Him" will not perish, but have everlasting life. While He was here on earth, Jesus gave this promise in John 5:24.
"Most assuredly, I say to you, he who hears My word and believes in Him who sent Me has everlasting life, and shall not come into judgment, but has passed from death unto life."
Some people speak of everlasting or eternal life as something they look forward to possessing one day, but this Scripture assures us that the very moment we believe, we "have" everlasting life. It is a present possession. We are passed from death unto life. We, who were dead in trespasses and sins (Eph. 2:1), are made alive together with Christ (Eph. 2:5), raised and seated with Him in the heavenlies (Eph. 2:6), delivered from the power of darkness and conveyed (translated) into the kingdom of the Son of His love (Col. 1:13). We become sons of God by faith in Christ (Gal. 3:26).
How can we be sure of this? The Scriptures are God's testimony that these things are true.
"And this is the testimony: that God has given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son. He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son 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 5:11-13)
Maybe you are simply waiting to make the decision, about whether you will believe or not. The reality is that if you have never believed in Christ as your Savior, you are already under the judgment and condemnation of God.
"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 3:18)
If the Holy Spirit is speaking to your heart, convicting you of your sin and of your need of a Savior, don't ignore His leading. Don't turn away from Him. Don't put off making the most important decision of your life. 2 Corinthians 6:2 states, "Behold, now is the accepted time; behold, now is the day of salvation." Proverbs 27:1 warns us not to "boast about tomorrow, for you do not know what a day may bring forth." Believe in Jesus Christ right now, and receive the wonderful gift of everlasting life.
Conclusion
"Behold, what manner of love the Father has bestowed on us, that we should be called children of God!" (1 John 3:1)
The word "behold" means to look at, see, perceive, or consider. I encourage you to think about and carefully consider the manner of love the Father has bestowed on you, personally. What a wonderful thing to know and to think on this truth—that "God so loved the world!"
It is Finished!
By Gregg Bing
The Scriptures record seven times that Jesus spoke while He was being crucified. As He neared the point of death, having hung on that cruel cross for approximately six hours, one of the final things Jesus said is recorded in John 19:30, "It is finished!" Then, "bowing His head, He gave up His spirit."
What did Jesus mean when He said, "It is finished"? What was finished? Let's examine this statement and the context in which it was spoken.
To begin with, let's look at what the statement, "It is finished," did not mean, basing our conclusions on how Jesus spoke the words.
Not the Last Gasp of a Worn Out Life
Though Jesus had endured terrible sufferings, His words were not the last gasp of a man whose life was simply worn out. As we read further in John 19, verses 31-33 describe what happened after Jesus died. It was the Preparation Day (the day before the Sabbath), so the Jews, not wanting the bodies of these men to remain on the cross on the Sabbath day, asked Pilate to break their legs and thus hasten their death. The Roman soldiers came and broke the legs of the two thieves who were crucified with Jesus, but when they came to Jesus they found that He was already dead, so they did not break His legs. This was quite unusual, for the process of crucifixion usually took longer than this to kill a man, even a man who had suffered as much physical punishment as Jesus had endured. When news reached Pilate, he "marveled that Jesus was already dead; and summoning the centurion, he asked him if He had been dead for some time" (Mark 15:44).
While He hung on the cross, Jesus remained fully alert until the moment He died. John 19:28 declares, "After this, Jesus, knowing that all things were now accomplished, that the Scripture might be fulfilled, said, 'I thirst'." Jesus was fully aware, even as He suffered on the cross, of all the things that had happened. He knew that the work He had been sent to do was now accomplished. He was also aware of all that was prophesied in the Old Testament Scriptures concerning Him and His death. He knew that there remained a prophecy in Psalm 69:21 that was yet to be fulfilled, therefore He uttered the words, "I thirst."
One of the reasons Jesus remained alert is found in Matthew 27:34, where it states, "They gave Him sour wine mingled with gall to drink. But when He had tasted it, He would not drink." Sour wine mingled with gall was a drink that was given to numb the senses and help decrease the pain during crucifixion. Jesus, as soon as He tasted the drink, knew what it was for, and therefore refused to drink it.
Not an Admission of Defeat or Failure
When Jesus said, "It is finished," it was not an admission of defeat or failure. Many people envision Jesus uttering these words quietly, almost in a whisper, as if He were, in dejection, giving up or surrendering to death. The Scriptures indicate something quite different. Matthew 27:50 states that before He died, Jesus cried out with a loud voice. Comparing the various gospel accounts, I believe the words Jesus cried out with a loud voice were "It is finished!"
After crying out these words, John 19:30 says that Jesus bowed His head and gave up His spirit. If He bowed His head, this implies that it was erect when He cried out, "It is finished;" another indication that Jesus was not admitting defeat or failure.
Not a Cry of Despair from a Helpless Martyr
As Jesus hung on the cross, the crowds taunted Him, saying, "Save Yourself! If You are the Son of God, come down from the cross" (Matt. 27:40). Could Jesus have come down from the cross? As the Son of God, He certainly had the power to do so, but as a man, Jesus "humbled Himself and became obedient to the point of death, even the death of the cross" (Phil. 2:8).
Going back once more to John 19:30 we read that Jesus "bowed His head and gave up His spirit." The word "bowed" carries the idea of laying down the head to rest, as opposed to simply letting the head drop. The expression "gave up" means to deliver or give over into the hands of another. To whom did Jesus give His spirit? Luke 23:46 records what are likely His final words, "Father, into Your hands I commit My spirit." After saying this, "He breathed His last." Please notice the order of the events described here. Jesus laid His head down to rest before He died. If He had died first, His head would simply have fallen as He slumped in death. After laying His head to rest, then Jesus gave up His spirit and died.
Jesus' death was certainly not the despairing cry of a helpless martyr. No one took Jesus' life from Him. Jesus Himself chose the moment that He would die. He willingly and voluntarily gave up His life for our sins. In Galatians 2:20 Paul refers to the Lord Jesus Christ as, "... the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me." In John 10:17-18, Jesus Himself declared, "Therefore My Father loves Me, because I lay down My life that I may take it again. No one takes it from Me, but I lay it down of Myself. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it again. This command I have received from My Father."
Let's now turn our attention to what the words, "It is finished," do mean. The expression "It is finished," is translated from only one word in the Greek: "tetelestai" which is from the root word "teleo," a word whose basic meaning is "finished." However, this Greek word is very expressive and has several shades of meaning. Each of these meanings gives us a better understanding of why Jesus spoke this word from the cross.
To Bring to a Close, To Finish, To End
The word "teleo" in one sense means to bring to a close, to finish, to end. It is used in Matthew 11:1 where it states, "Now it came to pass, when Jesus finished ('made an end of' in KJV) commanding His twelve disciples, that He departed from there to teach and to preach in their cities." What was finished or brought to a close when Jesus died? For one thing, it brought to a close His sufferings, yet He didn't utter this cry simply to indicate His relief that His physical sufferings were over. Jesus' statement referred to the fact that His sufferings for our sins were finished. The gospel message is not just that Christ died, but that "Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He rose again the third day according to the Scriptures" (1 Cor. 15:3-4). As Jesus hung on that cross, He "bore our sins in His own body on the tree" (1 Pet. 2:24). Jesus was "made sin for us, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him" (2 Cor. 5:21). As Jesus bore our sins there on the cross, God the Father turned away from His only begotten Son and utterly forsook Him (Matt. 27:45-46). What unbelievable agony this must have been for Jesus. At the point of death, Jesus declared that His sufferings for our sins were now ended.
The death of Jesus was not only the end of Jesus' sufferings for our sins, but also the end of the work the Father had sent His Son to do. Thus we often refer to the finished work of Calvary. This finished work involved three different aspects: (1) Jesus made propitiation for the sins of the whole world (Rom. 3:25, 1 John 2:2). The righteous and holy requirements of God were now satisfied. The wages of sin had been paid (Rom. 6:23). (2) Jesus' death therefore made it possible for the whole world to be reconciled to God (2 Cor. 5:18-19). (3) By the shedding of His precious blood, Jesus provided redemption for all men, paying the ransom price that would release men from the slavery of sin and death (1 Pet. 1:18-19, Eph. 1:7).
Though Jesus' finished work made it possible for all to be saved, only those who believe in Him, trusting and relying upon His finished work to save them from their sins, will realize this wonderful gift of salvation from God (John 3:16, Rom. 3:24-26).
To Perform, Execute, Complete, Fulfill
The word "teleo" also means to perform, to execute, to complete or fulfill. It is used in Luke 2:39 where it states that Jesus' parents "performed all things according to the law of the Lord ... " It is also used in Luke 18:31 when Jesus, "took the twelve aside and said to them, Behold, we are going up to Jerusalem, and all things that are written by the prophets concerning the Son of Man will be accomplished." The word means to perform or fulfill as to content, which means in every single detail, and to perform or fulfill as to form, which means in the exact manner and at the prescribed time.
Jesus had performed and accomplished the will of God. Just before Jesus uttered the words, "It is finished," John 19:28 states that Jesus knew "that all things were now accomplished." Jesus' very purpose for coming into the world was to do the will of the Father (Heb. 10:5-7), just as the Psalmist prophesied (Psalm 40:6-8). Jesus was delivered up to be crucified "by the determined purpose and foreknowledge of God" and then raised from the dead because it was not possible that death should hold Him (Acts 2:23-24). The word translated "purpose" ("council" in KJV) refers not to the desire of God, but to His determined will which cannot be changed. God's eternal purpose was "accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord" (Eph. 3:11) in every single detail and in the exact manner and time prescribed by the Father (cf. John 12:23-33).
Jesus had also performed and accomplished the word of God. Look again at John 19:28 which says, "After this, Jesus, knowing that all things were now accomplished, that the Scripture might be fulfilled, said, 'I thirst'." It was a very simple thing to say, "I thirst," but it was extremely important, for there was a prophecy of Scripture that had yet to be fulfilled. Psalm 69:21 reads, "They also gave me gall for my food, and for my thirst they gave me vinegar to drink." After saying, "I thirst," they "filled a sponge with vinegar (or sour wine), put in on hyssop, and put it to His mouth." It was after Jesus had received the sour wine that He declared, "It is finished," for He knew that every prophecy of Scripture concerning His death had now been accomplished.
Every Old Testament promise and prophecy concerning the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ was fulfilled perfectly. When Peter preached to the people of Israel in the early part of the book of Acts he declared, "Those things which God foretold by the mouth of all His prophets, that the Christ would suffer, He has thus fulfilled" (Acts 3:18). In John 19 alone, there are several specific prophecies which are identified: vs. 24 "They divided My garments among them, and for My clothing they cast lots" (Psalm 22:18), vs. 36 "Not one of His bones shall be broken" (Psalm 34:20), and vs. 37 "They shall look on Him whom they pierced" (Zech. 12:10).
To Pay a Debt
During Jesus' lifetime the word "teleo" was used in the sense of paying a debt, such as a tax or tribute. This is how the word is used in Matthew 17:24 when those who collected the temple tax came to Peter and asked him, "Does your Teacher not pay the temple tax?" Today we often see the words "PAID" or "PAID IN FULL" stamped or written on receipts or invoices. Archaeologists have recovered tax receipts from the first and second centuries with the Greek word "tetelestai" written across them, indicating that this particular debt had been "PAID IN FULL."
Each of us are sinners (Rom. 3:23), and because of our sin, we are in debt. Romans 6:23 teaches that the wages (payment, debt) that must be paid for our sin is death. When Jesus died on the cross of Calvary, He cried out "Tetelestai!" indicating that the debt or price for our sins had been "paid in full." He paid the price to redeem us, to free us from the penalty of sin. The price that He paid was not something corruptible, such as gold or silver, but His own precious blood.
"In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins, according to the riches of His grace." (Eph. 1:7)
"Knowing that you were not redeemed with corruptible things, like silver or gold, ... but with the precious blood of Christ, as of a lamb without blemish and without spot." (1 Pet. 1:18-19)
1 John 2:2 tells us that Jesus Himself "is the propitiation for our sins, and not for ours only but also for the whole world." God was propitiated or satisfied with Christ's sacrifice, His payment for our sins, therefore Jesus cried out, "Paid in full!"
Many people today feel the need to perform some type of good works or religious works in order to be saved. Nothing needs to be added to Jesus' finished work. He paid it all!
A Military Cry of Victory
The word "tetelestai" has also been used in military situations as a cry of victory. When Jesus used this word on the cross, remember that His head was erect, and it is likely that He cried out with a loud voice, "Finished!" He had won the victory; the victory over Satan, the victory over sin, and ultimately the victory over death.
Following the sin of Adam and Eve, God spoke these words to the serpent (Satan): "I will put enmity between you (Satan) and the woman, and between your seed and her Seed (Christ); He (Christ) shall bruise your (Satan) head, and you (Satan) shall bruise His (Christ) heel. Enmity speaks of hatred or an enemy relationship. In this prophecy in Genesis 3:15, God announces that Satan will bruise the heel of Christ, a blow which is not fatal, but that Christ will one day bruise the head of Satan, a blow which is fatal. When Jesus Christ died on the cross, He struck the fatal blow to Satan's head and won the victory over him. Hebrews 2:14 tells us that Jesus became a man ("partook of flesh and blood") that "through death He might destroy him who had the power of death, that is, the devil."
Jesus' death on the cross not only paid the penalty for our sins, but it also provided a way for the believer to have victory over sin; victory over our old sin nature. Romans 6:10 tells us that Christ not only died for our sins, but He also died to sin. We are identified with Christ in His death, thus we also died to sin (Rom. 6:2). Before we trusted in Jesus Christ as our Savior, we were slaves to sin, that is, to our old sin nature (Rom. 6:17), but when we trust in Christ, we are made a new creation in Him (2 Cor. 5:17). Being united with Him in His death, we read that "our old man was crucified with Him, that the body of sin might be done away with ('rendered powerless'), that we should no longer be slaves of sin" (Rom. 6:6). We have been "freed from sin" (Rom. 6:7). This wonderful victory over sin and its enslavement over us was won by our Savior when He died on the cross.
After three days in the tomb, Jesus was raised from the dead. "God loosed the pains of death, because it was not possible that He should be held by it" (Acts 2:24). Christ won the victory over death for all eternity. The last few verses of 1 Corinthians 15, which is often called the resurrection chapter, describes this wonderful victory over death that Christ won on our behalf:
"... Death is swallowed up in victory. O Death, where is your sting? O Hades, where is your victory? The sting of death is sin, and the strength of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ." (1 Cor. 15:54-57)
Once For All
The Greek word "tetelestai" is the perfect tense form of the verb "teleo." The Greek perfect tense, which is not easily expressed in English, is used to describe an act which was completed in time past, but which has a continuing state or results. It describes something that never has to be repeated—something that is done ONCE FOR ALL! When Jesus died on the cross, He finished the work the Father sent Him to do; the work of eternal redemption; a work that will never have to be repeated.
"... We have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all. ... this Man, after He had offered one sacrifice for sins forever, sat down at the right hand of God." (Heb. 10:10-12)
"For the death that He died, He died to sin once for all; but the life that He lives, He lives to God." (Rom. 6:10)
Conclusion
"It is finished!"—Only one little word in Greek, but, as you can see from this brief study, it has so much meaning. With this one word, Jesus spoke volumes about what His sacrificial death accomplished for us.
If you have never trusted in the Lord Jesus Christ as your Savior, you are outside of Christ and therefore separated from God. In this lost condition, nothing that Christ finished, performed, paid and won at Calvary has been realized or experienced in your own life! Won't you carefully consider the things we have looked at from God's Word. Think about God's wonderful love for you, a love that He demonstrated by sending His own beloved Son into the world to die for your sins (1 John 4:9-10). Consider all that was accomplished on your behalf through the finished work of Christ.
Apart from Christ, you are still living under the penalty of your sins, and "the wages of sin is death." Yet, God offers you the greatest gift that has ever been given: "the gift of God is eternal life, in Christ Jesus our Lord." You can receive this gift right now by simply believing in the Lord Jesus Christ as your Savior (John 3:16, Eph. 2:8-9).
When you trust in Christ, resting and relying upon Him and His "finished" work on the cross of Calvary, God saves you and places you "in Christ." Your debt of sin is "paid in full." You have peace with God (Rom. 5:1) and peace in your heart, knowing that you are "complete in Him" (Col. 2:10).
That I May Know Him
By Gregg Bing
"That I may know Him, and the power of His resurrection, and the fellowship of His sufferings, being made conformable unto His death." (Philippians 3:10)
Paul expresses what should be the desire of every sincere believer in Jesus Christ: "That I may know Him." If any man could have claimed to know Christ, it would have been the apostle Paul. He met the Lord face to face on the road to Damascus (Acts 9). He was a chosen vessel of the Lord, called for a special purpose. He received the revelation of the mystery directly from the Lord Jesus Christ (Galatians 1:11-12). He was led by the Holy Spirit to write over half of the New Testament Scriptures. Paul was faithful throughout His ministry for the Lord, enduring imprisonments, shipwrecks, beatings, stonings, and rejections from men, yet Paul continually rejoiced in the Lord (2 Timothy 4:6-8). Paul certainly "knew" Jesus Christ in an intimate way. Yet, his heartfelt desire was expressed here in Philippians 3:10, "That I may know Him." What did Paul mean?
The Greek word for "know" is "ginosko" which means "to come to know through experience." It refers to more than just mere head knowledge. It has to do with knowing something by experiencing it on a continuing basis. In this case, Paul desired to grow in his knowledge of Jesus Christ by continually experiencing Christ in his life.
Paul mentions three areas in which he desires to know Christ: the power of His resurrection, the fellowship of His sufferings, and conformance to His death. Each of these areas deals with an aspect of the earthly life of Christ: His resurrection, His sufferings, and His death. But, notice that these are not in chronological order. You would expect to find them listed as: His sufferings, His death, and His resurrection. Why the different order?
One reason is that Paul is not just referring to knowledge of the facts concerning the Lord Jesus Christ. You typically learn the facts of Christ's life in chronological order. This is the basic order given in the gospel accounts. It is important for us to know the facts about the birth, life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Christ, but Paul's desire to know Christ goes far beyond the facts.
Notice that there is a characteristic mentioned with each aspect of Christ's earthly life. Paul desires to know more than the facts about Christ's resurrection. He wants to experience the power of Christ's resurrection. Paul desires to know more than the facts about Christ's sufferings. He wants to experience the fellowship of Christ's sufferings. Paul desires to know more than the facts about Christ's death. He wants to experience being conformed to Christ's death. This gives us the real reason for the order of these three aspects. Only those who know Jesus Christ as their personal Savior can grow in their knowledge of Him. Paul states the order that the believer must follow if he is to come to know Christ in his daily experience.
The Power of His Resurrection
The first thing the believer must experience is the power of Christ's resurrection. "Christ is our life" (Colossians 3:4). Because He lives, we can live. His resurrection is the basis for our life.
"And if Christ be not raised, your faith is vain; ye are yet in your sins. Then they also which are fallen asleep in Christ are perished. If in this life only we have hope in Christ, we are of all men most miserable. But now is Christ risen from the dead, and become the firstfruits of them that slept. For since by man came death, by man came also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive." (1 Corinthians 15:17-22)
Just think for a minute about what was accomplished by the resurrection of Jesus Christ; death was conquered (Romans 6:9, 1 Corinthians 15:20-26), sin was conquered (Romans 6:5-14; 8:1-2), and Satan was conquered (Hebrews 2:14) for all eternity. Think of the tremendous power that was required to accomplish this. How can we experience this power?
In Romans chapter 8, we are taught that the Holy Spirit of God dwells in all those who have trusted Christ as Saviour (verse 9). This passage goes on to say that this is "the Spirit of Him that raised up Jesus from the dead" (verse 11). What a tremendous statement this is! What a wonderful truth to know and experience; that the Holy Spirit of God, which raised Jesus Christ from the dead, dwells within the heart of every believer.
In Ephesians chapter 1, Paul prayed for knowledge for the saints in Christ Jesus. One of the particular areas he wanted them to know was,
"... the exceeding greatness of His power to us-ward who believe, according to the working of His mighty power, which He wrought in Christ, when He raised Him from the dead, and set Him at His own right hand in the heavenly places, far above all principality, and power, and might, and dominion, and every name that is named, not only in this world, but also in that which is to come: And hath put all things under His feet, and gave Him to be the Head over all things to the church, which is His body, the fulness of Him that filleth all in all." (Ephesians 1:19-23)
The power which raised Jesus Christ from the dead dwells within every believer. The word "power" speaks of the inherent power that is present within us in the person of the Holy Spirit. Just think what potential we have to work for the Lord; not in our own strength, but in the strength of the Holy Spirit. Once again, look at the tremendous power put forth at the resurrection of Christ. He was raised from the dead. He was seated at the right hand of the Father in the heavenlies. He was given a position far above all principalities, powers, mights, dominions, and names, both in this age and in the ages to come. He was exalted to be the Head over all things to the church, which is His body. In Christ dwells all the fulness of God and He is able to fill completely all those who trust in Him (Colossians 2:9-10).
Ephesians chapter 3, verse 20 exalts the One "who is able to do exceeding abundantly above all that we ask or think, according to the power that worketh in us." God's power is able to do far beyond anything we could ask or even think of. But, the amazing thing is that this very same power works in us!
To truly come to know Jesus Christ, we must first experience the power of His resurrection working in and through us. This means that the Holy Spirit of God must have control of our lives. Christ was not raised from the dead by the efforts of the flesh. He was raised by the power of the Holy Spirit of God. To truly experience the power of His resurrection, we must allow the One who is able, to work through us.
"Therefore, brethren, we are debtors, not to the flesh, to live after the flesh. For if ye live after the flesh, ye shall die: but if ye through the Spirit do mortify the deeds of the body, ye shall live." (Romans 8:12-13)
"If we live in the Spirit, let us also walk in the Spirit." (Galatians 5:25)
The Fellowship of His Sufferings
While He was here on earth, the Lord Jesus Christ endured untold sufferings. He was beaten, spit upon, crowned with thorns, pierced with a sword in the side, and nailed to a cross. He was mocked, scorned, and rejected by the very ones He had created (John 1:10-11). Ultimately, on the cross of Calvary, He bore in His own body the sins of the entire world (I Peter 2:24) and was forsaken by His own Father (Matthew 27:46).
Paul desires to know Christ in the "fellowship of His sufferings." The Greek word translated "fellowship" is "koinonia" which means "to have in common or to share." Paul desired to share in the sufferings of Christ. But, how is this possible? We are told in Philippians 1:29,
"For unto you it is given in the behalf of Christ, not only to believe on Him, but also to suffer for His sake."
The word "given" is from the Greek word "charizomai" which is a verb form of the Greek word for "grace." The opportunity to believe on Christ for salvation is a gift from God. It is God's kindness or favour bestowed upon us because of His love for us. But, in addition, the opportunity to suffer for Christ's sake is also a gift of God's grace. An example of this is found in the 4th and 5th chapters of the book of Acts. Here we read how the Jewish rulers strongly opposed the message being proclaimed by the apostles, particularly Peter and John. In Acts 5:40-42 we read that when the Jewish council had,
"... called the apostles and beaten them, they commanded that they should not speak in the name of Jesus, and let them go. And they departed from the presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer shame for His name. And daily in the temple, and in every house, they ceased not to teach and preach Jesus Christ."
Notice the reaction of these apostles to being beaten for teaching and preaching in the name of Jesus Christ: "they rejoiced!" They considered it a blessing that they were given the opportunity by God to suffer shame for the name of Jesus Christ. Did they then stop preaching? No! They continued to preach daily, they continued to preach publickly in the temple, and they continued to preach privately in every house the name of Jesus Christ! The key expression in this passage is "for His name." This is why they suffered. Not because of themselves, but because they were bold to proclaim the name of Jesus Christ.
The apostles of Jesus, including the apostle Paul, experienced tremendous sufferings. These faithful men experienced hunger, pain, beatings, stonings, imprisonments, ridicule, rejection from their own people, and eventually, for most of them, execution.
Back in Philippians 1:29, we read that it is given to us to suffer "in behalf of Christ." This expression carries the idea of our suffering "for the sake of" or "instead of" or as a "substitute for." The unbelieving world, fueled by the devil himself, has always hated Jesus Christ and continues to do so today. But Christ is not here upon earth today. He is seated at the right of the Father in the glory. Yet, He is still hated and rejected of men. He still suffers, but how is this suffering experienced? Through His saints! The Lord Jesus Christ dwells within each believer in the person of the Holy Spirit. If we take a stand for Christ, as the apostles did during the early Acts period, we will certainly experience suffering. Not suffering aimed at us, but suffering that is aimed at the Lord Jesus Christ. We read in 2 Timothy 3:12 that
"Yea, and all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution."
This verse does not say that all believers will suffer persecution, but that all believers who live godly lives in the power of Christ Jesus will suffer persecution. We may not suffer as the apostles did. For instance, we may not be put in prison, and we may not be beaten, and we may not be put to death, but we will be persecuted.
One of the most difficult forms of persecution is being rejected by other people. All of us want to be liked and accepted, yet we must not let this natural desire detract from our testimony for the Lord. Timothy must have been, by nature, a timid person. This is probably why Paul was led to remind him of the Spirit that God had given him.
"For God hath not given us the Spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind. Be not thou therefore ashamed of the testimony of our Lord, nor of me His prisoner: but be thou partaker of the afflictions of the gospel according to the power of God." (2 Timothy 1:7-8)
God has not given us a timid, fearful Spirit, but a Spirit of great power, and of love, and of a sound mind. We are to take a stand for the testimony of our Lord and for the truth of the mystery committed to the apostle Paul. We are to be partakers of the affliction that is sure to come to those who take a stand for the gospel of the grace of God. We can't do this according to our own power. We must do it according to the power of God that dwells within us. Do you begin to see why Paul's desire to know Christ started with the power of His resurrection? We cannot share in His sufferings unless we are relying upon His power.
We are given the privilege by God of suffering in place of Christ. Paul says in Philippians 3:10, "I want to experience this sharing in the sufferings of Christ." And Paul certainly did, as we read in 1 Corinthians 4:9-13. As we yield to the Holy Spirit dwelling within us, the Lord Jesus Christ will be manifested in our lives. The result is that the unbelieving world will persecute us because we proclaim the precious name of Jesus.
From a human standpoint, we are often drawn closest to other people when we share a common experience of pain or sorrow, such as the loss of a loved one, or sharing a common illness or injury. Even so, our relationship with the Lord Jesus becomes closer and more intimate when we share in His sufferings. Let's respond as the apostles did, and rejoice when we are given opportunities to suffer for our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ.
Becoming Conformed to His Death
The final area that Paul desires to know Christ in is "being made conformable unto His death." This expression refers not to a one time occurrence, but to a continuing process. The Greek is in the passive participle form of the verb here, so that it really carries the idea of "becoming conformed to His death." What does it mean for a believer to be conformed to the death of Christ? The answer to this question is found in Romans chapter 6. We read in verses 3 and 4,
"Know ye not, that so many of us as were baptized into Jesus Christ were baptized into His death? Therefore we are buried with Him by baptism into death: that like as Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life."
The word "baptized" comes from a Greek word which means "to dip or dip under." A good illustration is dipping a piece of cloth into a dye. The primary idea conveyed by this word is identification. For example, in the case of the cloth, it becomes identified with the dye by taking on its color. Here in Romans 6, we see that all believers in Jesus Christ are identified with Him in His death, burial, and resurrection. God sees us "in Christ." When Christ died, we died. When Christ was buried, we were buried. When Christ was raised from the dead, we were raised unto a newness of life. We read further in verses 6 and 7 that,
"Knowing this, that our old man is crucified with Him, that the body of sin might be destroyed, that henceforth we should not serve sin. For he that is dead, is freed from sin."
The victory over sin in our daily lives has already been accomplished for us at the cross of Calvary. When Christ died on the cross, He not only died for our sins, but He also died to sin. Our old sinful nature was crucified with Him, and as a result, we are no longer slaves to sin. We have been freed from sin. This does not mean that we are sinlessly perfect after we are saved. It simply means that Christ has made it possible for us to have the victory over sin when we put our complete trust in Him and Him alone. He goes on to explain what our part is in verses 11 to 13,
"Likewise reckon ye also yourselves to be dead indeed unto sin, but alive unto God through Jesus Christ our Lord. Let not sin therefore reign in your mortal body, that ye should obey it in the lusts thereof. Neither yield ye your members as instruments of unrighteousness unto sin: but yield yourselves unto God, as those that are alive from the dead, and your members as instruments of righteousness unto God."
If we are to have the victory over sin, we must "reckon" ourselves to have died unto sin with Christ. This means we must "count as true" what God has said in the first ten verses of this chapter. We have died with Christ. Our old nature was crucified with Him as well. As a result, we are no longer slaves to sin. We have been raised unto a new life in Christ. We have a choice. We can allow ourselves to be controlled by our old sin nature or we can allow ourselves to be controlled by God. We choose by "yielding" or "presenting" ourselves to one or the other.
When we trust in Jesus Christ as Saviour, we receive a new spiritual nature (Ephesians 4:22-24). This nature is Christ dwelling within us in the person of the Holy Spirit. Our old nature, however, does not change, nor does it go away once we are saved. It is just as sinful, just as selfish, and just as much a follower of Satan as it ever was (Ephesians 2:1-3). But, as we have already seen, our identification with Christ in His death on the cross has freed us from the power of sin.
You may ask, "Then why do I still find myself being a slave to sin?" The reason for this is described in Romans chapter 7, verses 15-25. This passage describes the struggle that a believer goes through when he tries to live for Christ in the power of his old nature. The result is always the same. We are always defeated by sin (verse 23). The only possible way to gain the victory over sin is through Jesus Christ our Lord (verse 25). Paul describes this way of victory in Galatians 2:20,
"I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave Himself for me."
This is what Paul meant by "becoming conformed to His death;" counting ourselves to have died to sin with Christ, to have been raised with Him unto a new life, to be incapable of living this life ourselves, and to be totally dependent upon Christ to live this new life through us. The only part we have is to exercise complete faith in Christ and not in ourselves. This is not a one time dedication of ourselves to Christ. It is a continual process of spiritual growth in which we learn how helpless we are in ourselves, and how dependent we are upon the cross of Christ.
"But God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the world." (Galatians 6:14)
Conclusion
Philippians 3:10 summarizes what the Christian life is all about. It is not about religious organizations, traditions of men, or ordinances of the law. It is about coming to know our Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ. It is more than just knowing the facts about Christ. It is even more than knowing Christ as our Saviour. It is about coming to know Christ in a personal and intimate way by experiencing Him living in and through us. As we come to know Him in this way, we grow and mature spiritually and we are used of God to accomplish the purpose He has for us (Philippians 3:12). May Paul's desire be the prayer of each of us as Christians,
"That I may know Him."
Making Good Choices
By Gregg Bing
"That I may know Him, and the power of His resurrection, and the fellowship of His sufferings, being made conformable unto His death." (Philippians 3:10)
We all make choices every day, some more important than others. God has given each of us the capability and the responsibility to choose how we live our lives. It is important that we know how to make good choices. In this study, we will look at a key choice that Moses made and what led him to choose as he did.
We are all familiar with the story of Moses, who was placed alongside the river in a basket carefully prepared by his mother. There he was found by Pharaoh's daughter who had compassion on him and raised him in Egypt as her own son.
When Moses was forty years old, he reached a critical point in his life. He was the son of Hebrew parents, one of God's chosen people. He was descended from Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the fathers of the nation to whom God had made great and wonderful promises. But Moses had been raised as the son of Pharaoh's daughter, with all the privileges and benefits that Egypt had to offer. Where would his life go from here? Moses had a choice to make. He could choose the way of the world and continue to enjoy his current life in Egypt, or he could choose the way of the Lord and join himself with the people of Israel.
Moses' decision is recorded in Hebrews 11:24.
"By faith Moses, when he became of age, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter."
Moses chose to refuse his position in Egypt and all that this worldly nation had to offer him. As a result of this important decision, we know that God used him to deliver the children of Israel out of bondage in Egypt and led them to the promised land of Canaan.
When did Moses make this choice? The King James text says "when he was come to years" and the New King James text says "when he became of age." The Greek literally reads "when he became great." The Greek word for "great" is "megas," from which we get the commonly used prefix, "mega." This word can mean great in years, grown, or mature, but it can also mean important, powerful, praised or promoted. Moses had become mature in years, for Acts 7:23 tells us he was forty years old, but he had also become an important and powerful person in Egypt.
In spite of all this greatness that was his to enjoy, all that Egypt and the world had to offer, Moses chose to give it all up — and for what? The children of Israel were currently:
Why would Moses give up Egypt to be associated with a group of people who were in such a sad and seemingly hopeless situation? What led Moses to make this choice? The answer is very important, for we face the same decision that Moses did. Do we follow the way of the world, with its position, prestige, privileges, power, pleasure, and possessions, or do we follow the way of the Lord? We must make choices like this every day in regard to our education, our work, our friends, our activities, etc.
As we continue reading in Hebrews 11, we find three principles which guided Moses in his decision; principles which we can apply in making our decisions as well.
Hebrews 11:25 goes on to tell us that Moses' refusal, in verse 24, was based on his
"... choosing rather to suffer affliction with the people of God than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a season."
The word "choosing" could read literally "having chosen," indicating that this choice occurred prior to his refusal and was therefore the basis for his refusal. What did he choose? Moses chose to suffer affliction (ill treatment) with the people of God rather than to enjoy the pleasures of sin. He chose suffering over sin, even with all its enjoyment and pleasure.
This verse makes it clear that sin does bring pleasure and enjoyment to people. We do a disservice to children, young people, and even adults by telling them that sin only brings misery, for when they become involved in some type of sin, they find that they receive a great deal of pleasure from it. Sin can be fun. It is pleasant to the flesh and to our old sin nature. We don't need to lie and say that sin is not fun, for people will find out for themselves that this is simply not true. What we do need to stress about sin is that the pleasures and enjoyment it brings are only temporary. They only last for a season and then they pass away (1 John 2:17). Moses chose sufferings over the pleasures of sin because he knew that the pleasures afforded by Egypt were only temporary. In fact, he also knew this was true about the sufferings as well. They too would last only for a season, for God had made great and wonderful promises to Israel; promises that Moses knew God would one day faithfully fulfill.
Moses' decision illustrates the first principle for making good choices.
Eternal versus Temporary
As believers, we need to make our choices in view of what will last for eternity rather than what is only temporary. The apostle Paul stressed this very principle in 2 Corinthians 4:16-18.
"Therefore we do not lose heart. Even though our outward man is perishing, yet the inward man is renewed day by day. For our light affliction, which is but for a moment, is working for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory, while we do not look at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen. For the things which are seen are temporary, but the things which are not seen are eternal."
What do you look at when you are faced with decisions in life? The things you can see and feel and experience here and now, or the things which you cannot see, but you know will last for all eternity? We sing a simple little chorus that says,
With eternities values in view, Lord. With eternities values in view. May I do each day's work for Jesus, With eternities values in view.
When we apply this principle, we will conclude, as Paul did in Romans 8:18,
"For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us."
Returning to our passage in Hebrews 11, verse 26 tells us that Moses' refusal to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter, as well as his choice to suffer affliction with the people of God, was based on his
"... esteeming the reproach of Christ greater riches than the treasures in Egypt."
The word "esteeming" could be translated, more literally, "having esteemed," indicating that this occurred prior to his choice to suffer and prior to his refusal of Egypt, thus forming the basis for these two decisions.
The word "esteem" refers to what you judge or deem to be important or valuable. This verse gives us a view of Moses' value system. Moses looked at two options: (1) the treasures (or storehouse) of Egypt versus (2) the shame or reproach of the Christ.
As the son of Pharaoh's daughter, Moses had access to the vast storehouses of earthly treasure associated with the king of Egypt. He was, no doubt, a very rich man. If he forsook Egypt and joined himself to the people of God, he knew that he would not only be giving up all those riches, but he would also experience shame and reproach from the people of Egypt. He would be ridiculed and verbally abused by the very same people who had once been his friends and family. It is interesting to note that this shame or reproach is said to be because of "the Christ." Even at this early point in Israel's history, they knew of their promised Messiah or Christ (lit. "the Anointed One") who would be their Deliverer. Moses knew that aligning himself with the people of God would result in his suffering shame for the sake of this promised Christ.
If Moses had been fleshly minded, he would have chosen the treasures of Egypt. Most of the people of the world today have this mindset, even many believers. They esteem the physical things of the world to be more valuable than the spiritual blessings God has to offer.
Moses demonstrated that he was spiritually minded. He knew that suffering shame and reproach with God's people for the sake of their promised Christ afforded him greater riches (wealth) than all the treasures Egypt had to offer. The same is true today. The apostle Paul told the Philippian believers,
"For to you it has been granted on behalf of Christ, not only to believe in Him, but also to suffer for His sake."
The word "granted" is the Greek word "charizomai" which is closely akin to the word "grace." The opportunity to suffer for the sake of, or on behalf of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, is a gift freely given to us by God. If we would keep this in mind, it would make it much easier for us to bear up under the sufferings and tribulation which come our way.
The twelve apostles, in Acts 5, illustrate the proper attitude believers should have regarding trials and sufferings. The apostles had been imprisoned and interrogated by the Jewish Sanhedrin in Jerusalem because of their testimony concerning Jesus Christ. Many of the Jewish leaders wanted to put the apostles to death, but a Pharisee named Gamaliel intervened on their behalf. The apostles were beaten, commanded not to speak anymore in the name of Jesus of Nazareth, and then released. Upon their release, the apostles
"... departed from the presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer shame for His name." (Acts 5:41)
Moses had the same value system as the twelve apostles. He knew that greater riches were to be found in suffering shame for Christ than in all the treasures in Egypt.
Moses' value judgment illustrates the second principle for making good choices.
Spiritual versus Fleshly
If we, as believers, are to make good choices, we need to base our decisions upon the correct values. Fleshly, physical treasures are only temporary. There is no guarantee that they will last. In fact, we know that they will not last. In Matthew 6:19-21, Jesus taught this same principle as part of His "sermon on the mount."
"Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy and where thieves break in and steal; but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also."
As God's dear children, the things that are truly valuable to us are not the treasures this world has to offer, but the spiritual treasures we receive from God; treasures that are found in His Son. Colossians 2:3 tells us that
"In Him are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge."
In Philippians 3, Paul indicates the proper value system believers should have. In verses 4-6 Paul lists all the "fleshly" things he had once valued and placed his confidence in. Then in verses 7-8, Paul expresses his new value system as a believer in Christ.
"But what things were gain to me, these I have counted loss for Christ. Yet indeed I also count all things loss for the excellence of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as rubbish, that I may gain Christ."
What do you esteem to be important and valuable to you? Is your heart set on the treasures of this earth, the physical things which may satisfy the flesh, but are of no value spiritually? Or have you, as Paul, counted all these things as loss for the single most important thing in life; that you may gain Christ? Remember, that your value system will determine the type of choices you make in life.
As we proceed to the latter part of Hebrews 11:26, we find the third principle for making good choices. Here we read that Moses,
"looked to the reward."
The word "looked" is the Greek word "apoblepo" which means "to turn the eyes away from all other things and fix them on one thing." The verb form used indicates that Moses "was continuously looking" to the reward.
Moses, as he grew up in Egypt, had a spiritual heritage, probably received from his faithful Hebrew parents (Heb. 11:23). He knew that God had made promises to their father Abraham in Genesis 15, that following their captivity in Egypt, God would bring them out of Egypt and into the land of Canaan. Having this knowledge of God's promises and understanding God's character (i.e. He is faithful and true), Moses looked continuously beyond Egypt to the reward in Canaan. No doubt, Moses longed to be a part of this with God's people, therefore he fixed his eyes on this future reward.
During this present dispensation of grace, we too need to fix our eyes on the reward that God has promised us as His people. Paul stresses the importance of where we focus our attention in Titus 2:11-13.
"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."
We are not only saved by the grace of God, but we are taught by this same grace how to live for the Lord. We are encouraged to choose, as Moses did, to "deny ungodliness and worldly lusts" and to "live soberly, righteously, and godly" in this present age. Moses was able to choose as he did because "he looked to the reward." If we are to make this same type of choice, we must be continually "looking for" our blessed hope, the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ for His church. Our reward is not to be found here on earth, but in heaven! Philippians 3:20-21 tells us,
"Our citizenship is in heaven, from which we also eagerly wait for the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly body that it may be conformed to His glorious body, according to the working by which He is able even to subdue all things to Himself."
We are to be continually looking for and looking unto our wonderful Savior, who will one day come for us and transform our lowly, sinful bodies that they may be made like His glorious body. By keeping our minds and hearts focused on Him, we are able to make choices which are pleasing to God. We must heed the admonishment of Colossians 3:1-4.
"If then you were raised with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ is, sitting at the right hand of God. Set your mind on things above, not on things on the earth. For you died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is our life appears, then you also will appear with Him in glory."
Here then is the third principle for making good choices.
Heavenly versus Earthly
Believers are heavenly citizens. We are to continually stay focused on our heavenly reward and on the Person who is our blessed hope, our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. We are to look away from all other things, that is the things of this earth, "looking unto Jesus, the Author and Finisher (Perfector) of our faith" (Heb. 12:2).
Conclusion
As we live out our lives here on earth, these three principles for making good choices are not easy to put into practice. They are especially difficult for young people, who seem to have their whole lives before them. We must discipline ourselves to think soberly about these issues. Think about what will matter for eternity, not just the here and now. Ask yourself this question, "What will matter to me 1000 years from now?" You know that you will not be here on earth anymore. Live your life and make choices with eternity's values in view.
Consider what is really more important to you. Is it physical things you can see and feel, or spiritual things such as love, peace, joy, and warm relationships with others? Most people, if they are honest, will acknowledge that money and possessions cannot provide true happiness. When we consider the most important relationship of all, our relationship with God, this becomes even more apparent. The love, joy, and peace that comes from knowing Jesus Christ as Savior, far exceeds anything that this world has to offer. Your values will determine the type of choices you make.
Remember that this earth is not your eternal home. You are truly a pilgrim here on earth. You are a citizen of heaven, and one day the Lord is going to come and take you home to live with Him in heaven for all eternity. The Lord Jesus Christ is your blessed hope. Keep your mind and heart continually fixed on Him. Get to know Him, love Him, and serve Him with all your heart. Continually looking unto Him and the reward He promises, will enable you to make good choices—choices that please and honor God.
A Good Conscience
By Gregg Bing
As Jesus was sitting in the temple teaching the people, the scribes and Pharisees dragged a frightened woman in and set her down in their midst saying, "Teacher, this woman was caught in the act of adultery. Now Moses in the law commanded us that such should be stoned, but what do You say?" These Jewish rulers were testing Jesus, trying to find an accusation to bring against Him. However, Jesus turned the tables on them and confronted them with a moral dilemma of their own. At first, Jesus stooped down and began to write on the ground with His finger, as if He didn't hear them. When they continued questioning Him, Jesus raised Himself up and said, "He who is without sin among you, let him throw a stone at her first," after which He stooped down and wrote on the ground once more (John 8:2-8).
The scribes and Pharisees were religious men who believed their strict observance of the Law of Moses made them righteous (Matthew 23:28, Luke 18:11-12, Philippians 3:4-6). You might have expected these self-righteous men to go right ahead and stone this woman, whom they considered to be a sinner, but the Scripture says they were "convicted by their own conscience" (John 8:9). The word convicted means they were reproved or rebuked. Who rebuked them? Their own conscience! While they sought to bring an accusation against Jesus (John 8:6), He focused their attention on the issue of their own sin, saying, "He who is without sin among you, let him throw a stone at her first." The question He posed to them was "Are you without sin?" Their conscience rebuked them, clearly testifying within them that they were not without sin. Beginning with the oldest, down to the youngest, they all walked away. The woman was left alone with Jesus, the only one who was "without sin," yet He did not condemn her. He sent her away and admonished her to sin no more (John 8:9-11).
What is the Conscience?
Some people describe the conscience as that "little voice" in our head that tells us what to do. In cartoons and TV commercials the conscience is often pictured as a little white angel with a halo that speaks in one ear telling us to do what is right while a red devil with a pitchfork speaks in the other ear telling us to do what is wrong. While these are not accurate descriptions, they do emphasize the basic function of the conscience: to discern between right and wrong.
Webster's Dictionary defines the word conscience as "an awareness of right and wrong, with a compulsion to do right." It comes from a Latin word that literally means "to know with." The Greek word translated conscience in Scripture is the word sunedeisis. The preposition sun means "together with." The verb eido means "to see, know, perceive or discern." The word conscience might be called joint-knowledge or co-knowledge with one's self. Thayer's Greek-English Lexicon says the conscience "distinguishes between what is morally good and bad, prompting us to do the former and shun the latter, commending the one, condemning the other."
How Did Man Come to Have a Conscience?
When God created Adam and Eve, He placed them in the Garden of Eden to tend and keep it. He commanded that they could freely eat of the trees in the garden, except for one tree.
"But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die." (Genesis 2:17)
We read in Genesis, chapter 3, how the serpent deceived Eve and she ate the fruit from the forbidden tree, gave the fruit to her husband, Adam, and he ate also.
"Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made themselves coverings. And they heard the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and Adam and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the Lord God among the trees of the garden." (Gensis 3:7-8)
The first thing Adam and Eve did was to make themselves coverings from fig leaves. Why would they do this? We read in Genesis 2:25 that when they were created "they were both naked, the man and his wife, and were not ashamed." Why would they be ashamed now? They were now "conscious" of their nakedness. Having eaten the fruit from this tree, they now knew the difference between good and evil (Genesis 3:22), not because the fruit itself caused some type of chemical reaction or physical change within them, but because they had committed evil by disobeying God. They were ashamed of their nakedness, but they were more ashamed of their sin against God and tried to hide themselves from His presence. This knowledge of good and evil marked the beginning of man's conscience, his consciousness of sin.
Do All People Have a Conscience?
We sometimes hear people described as being "without a conscience" or committing "unconscionable acts." Do all people have a conscience, or just believers? The apostle Paul, in 2 Corinthians 4:2, speaks of "... commending ourselves to every man's conscience in the sight of God." We see from this statement that all men have a conscience, both believers and unbelievers. For example, the incident described in John, chapter 8, involving the Jewish rulers and the woman caught in adultery, shows that the scribes and Pharisees had a conscience. These men were clearly unsaved, for though they made an outward show of righteousness (Matthew 23:28), their hearts were far from God (Matthew 15:8). When these self-righteous men were questioned about whether they were without sin or not, their conscience rebuked them, and none dared cast a stone at the woman caught in adultery.
Another example of unbelievers who are said to have a conscience is the Gentiles during the Old Testament period. The covenant of law was made between God and His chosen nation, Israel. The other nations, who are called Gentiles, had no part in this covenant. They were "strangers from the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world" (Ephesians 2:11-12). Though they were "without law," God still held them accountable for their sin, just as if they were under the law.
"For when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by nature do the things in the law, these, although not having the law, are a law to themselves, who show the work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience also bearing witness, and between themselves their thoughts accusing or else excusing them." (Romans 2:14-15)
Though the Gentiles were not under the law, they still did the things contained in the law. What would lead them to do the things in the law if the law had never even been given to them? It was their "nature," something they were born with. The work of the law was written on their hearts. Their conscience bore witness within them as to what was right and wrong, accusing or excusing each thought, word and deed.
Just as we are born with a sin nature passed on to us from our father, Adam, we are also born with a conscience, the ability to discern between good and evil.
Why Was Man Given a Conscience?
Is the conscience good? Is it something man should follow? In general, the answer to these questions is "Yes." While we certainly see a moral decline in our world today, we still see a basic moral goodness, even among unbelievers. How is this possible? The answer is man's conscience.
Knowing what man's sin nature is like, we might expect to find absolutely no good, moral behavior among unbelievers (Ephesians 4:22), but this is not the case. For example, consider the issue of modesty in dress. We live in a world that is becoming more and more immodest in dress, yet most people still maintain a sense of modesty and decency in their choice of clothing. What leads them to do so? Their conscience does. This sense of decency and modesty began in the Garden of Eden immediately after Adam and Eve sinned. They knew they were naked and sought to clothe themselves. Their newly acquired conscience led them to do what was morally good, to be modest about their bodies.
We also see man's conscience leading him to be in subjection to governing authorities (Romans 13:5). We live in a world that increasingly disrespects governments and disobeys laws, yet most people, because of their conscience, still recognize the necessity of having laws and authorities to enforce these laws.
Remember that God has given man a conscience. It is His way of controlling or throttling man's sinful nature. We live in an "evil age" (Galatians 1:4). As we get closer to the end of this age, we know that "perilous times will come" (2 Timothy 3:1). Yet, as evil and perilous as the world is now, think how much worse things would be if man had no knowledge of good and evil; if he had no conscience leading him to do what is morally good and right. The world would be so terrible that it would be impossible for men to have any type of peaceful and safe co-existence.
Is Following Our Conscience Good Enough?
Many people believe if they just follow their conscience and do what it tells them is "good" then God will accept them and they will one day go to heaven. While our conscience is basically good and we would hope that most people would follow their conscience, the Bible clearly teaches that being morally good does not save anyone from their sins. Our conscience allows us to discern or know good and evil. It may even lead us to strive to do what is morally good in men's eyes, but in our flesh we are powerless to do what is good in God's eyes (Romans 8:3, Romans 3:10-20). We are all sinners who fall short of God's holy and righteous standard (Romans 3:23). Because of our sin, we are separated from God, and are under sin's penalty, which is death (Romans 6:23). No matter how carefully we follow our conscience in thought, word and deed, we cannot change our spiritual condition. We remain "dead in trespasses and sins" (Ephesians 2:1-3).
God Himself has provided the only way for us to be saved from our sins (John 14:6). Because of His great love for us, God sent His only begotten Son into the world to die on the cross of Calvary for the sins of the whole world (1 John 4:9-10, 2:2). Salvation has nothing to do with our moral goodness or good works (Ephesians 2:8-9). The finished work of Christ is what makes it possible for us to be saved and enter into a relationship with God. When we believe that Jesus Christ, God's Son, died for our sins, was buried, and rose again (1 Corinthians 15:3-4), when we put our complete trust in Christ and His finished work on the cross, God saves us. He makes us alive in Christ (Ephesians 2:4-5). We become sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus (Galatians 3:26).
The unsaved person needs to have his conscience cleansed (Hebrews 9:14). Good works or religious works have no power to accomplish this cleansing. Even the sacrifices, which were offered under the law, could only cover the people's sins; they could never take them away. Therefore, people remained conscious of their sin and guilt. True forgiveness of sins and cleansing of our conscience comes only through the blood of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ (Ephesians 1:7; Colossians 1:14; Hebrews 10:9-14).
God may use our conscience, in some way, to lead us to acknowledge that we are sinners, but following our conscience is not enough to save us.
Should We Let Our Conscience be Our Guide?
We often hear people use the expression, "Let your conscience be your guide." We have already stated that for mankind in general, the conscience serves a good purpose, but is the conscience a reliable guide for a believer, for one who has trusted Jesus Christ as Savior?
The Scriptures teach that the conscience can be good (Acts 23:1; 1 Timothy 1:5,19), pure or clean (1 Timothy 3:9, 2 Timothy 1:3), and without offense (Acts 24:16). The Scriptures also teach that the conscience can become weak (1 Corinthians 8:7, 10, 12), evil or wicked (Hebrews 10:22), defiled, stained or polluted (Titus 1:15, 2 Timothy 3:3-4), even seared with a hot iron (1 Timothy 4:2). We certainly see this corruption in the consciences of unbelievers. Paul told Titus:
"To the pure all things are pure, but to those who are defiled and unbelieving nothing is pure; but even their mind and conscience are defiled." (Titus 1:15)
The conscience of an unsaved person, over time, can become defiled or corrupted. We see this in our society today. People rationalize their behavior. They adopt a philosophy of moral relativism or situational ethics, which declares there are no moral absolutes, but each person determines for himself what is right or wrong depending upon the situation. With this type of philosophy, it is easy to see how a person's conscience can become so corrupted that it reaches a point of being "seared with a hot iron" (1 Timothy 4:2). The Greek word translated "seared with a hot iron" is where we get our word cauterized. It refers to a conscience that has become insensitive or unfeeling, and thus unable to discern right from wrong.
Though we expect to see this corruption of the conscience in those who don't know Jesus Christ as Savior, we must recognize that the conscience of a believer can also become defiled. Paul testified in the Lord that believers should:
"... no longer walk as the rest of the Gentiles walk, in the futility of their mind, having their understanding darkened, being alienated from the life of God, because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the blindness of their heart; who, being past feeling have given themselves over to lewdness, to work all uncleanness with greediness. But you have not so learned Christ." (Ephesians 4:17-20)
Since Paul directs us to "no longer walk" this way, it must be possible for us to continue do so, even after we are saved. A believer who continually walks in accordance with the world and his own fleshly desires may become "past feeling;" his conscience no longer able to reliably discern between good and evil.
If Not Our Conscience, What Should be Our Guide?
When we trust in Jesus Christ as Savior, we become a new creation in Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17). We receive a new, spiritual nature, the new man, which is "created, according to God, in true righteousness and holiness" (Ephesians 4:24). We still retain the old, sinful nature we were born with, a nature which "grows corrupt according to the deceitful lusts" (Ephesians 4:22) but our new nature enables us to live for and please the Lord. Having these two natures, there is a constant struggle within us as to which nature will have control (Romans 7:15-25). How can we know and do what is right?
God has not left us alone in this struggle. He has given us His Holy Spirit to dwell within us (Romans 8:9,11) and to strengthen us (Ephesians 3:16), but only as we live "according to the Spirit," which means controlled by or led by the Holy Spirit. In order to do this, we must present or yield ourselves to Him (Romans 6:13, 12:1-2), placing ourselves completely at His disposal for His use. This is what Paul described as being "spiritually minded" (Romans 8:6). Our conscience may not always be a reliable guide, but the leadership of the Holy Spirit in our lives is absolutely trustworthy!
How do we tell the difference between our conscience and the leadership of God's Spirit within us? That might be difficult if God had not given us a revelation of His will for our lives—the Word of God! The Bible is God's Word. It is "God-breathed" (2 Timothy 3:16). It is the source of absolute truth and we can rely upon it implicitly. God's Word teaches us, reproves us, corrects us, and instructs us in how to live righteously (2 Timothy 3:16). God's Word thoroughly equips us for a life of service for Him (2 Timothy 3:17). When we diligently apply ourselves to the study and practice of the Scriptures, being careful to rightly divide the Word of truth, we can be unashamed, knowing that God approves of the work we do for Him (2 Timothy 2:15).
God's Word is a much more reliable guide than our conscience. It is a living, powerful book that pierces our very hearts and souls. While our conscience may be weak, defiled, even seared with a hot iron, when we are confronted with the truth of God's Word, it becomes a discerner, a critic of the thoughts and intent of our hearts (Hebrews 4:12). God's Word gives us the true picture of what is right and wrong, what is good and evil, what is pleasing to the Lord and what grieves Him. Yes, there are moral absolutes, and we find them clearly taught in the Scriptures.
As we read and study God's Word, we grow in knowledge and in our ability to discern the things that are excellent to God (Philippians 1:9-11). Thus, if we truly want to know and follow God's will, we must take to heart what Paul told the Colossian believers: "Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly" (Colossians 3:16). When our minds and hearts are filled with the truth of God's Word, we will know what is right in His eyes. When we are yielded to the Holy Spirit and controlled by Him, we will be able to live and please the Lord.
Is the Conscience Important to a Believer?
Once we are saved, is our conscience still important? Yes. The apostle Paul stressed the importance of the conscience in his testimony before the Jewish Sanhedrin (Acts 23:1) and before the Roman governor, Felix (Acts 24:16).
Paul told the Jewish leaders, "Men and brethren, I have lived in all good conscience before God until this day" (Acts 23:1). Though he stood accused by the Jewish leaders, men who claimed to be righteous, Paul knew in his heart, through the testimony of his conscience, that he was doing what was good and right in God's sight. This was Paul's first priority, to please the Lord, not to please men, as he said in Galatians 1:10, "... for if I still pleased men, I would not be a bondservant of Christ." Paul's testimony, throughout his ministry was, "I thank God, whom I serve with a pure conscience, as my forefathers did" (2 Timothy 1:3). Certainly Paul was not relying solely upon his conscience. He studied and knew the Old Testament Scriptures, he received revelations from God, and he was led of the Holy Spirit. Yet, Paul considered the testimony of his conscience to be important as well.
Paul later told Felix, "I always strive to have a conscience without offense toward God and men" (Acts 24:16). The expression "without offense" means that which does not offend, strike out at, or cause to stumble. First and foremost, Paul wanted to ensure that he did not offend or strike out at God. Yet, Paul also strove to live a life without offense toward men. This didn't mean Paul sought to please men, but that he made sure his words and actions didn't cause others to stumble.
To have a conscience that is "without offense" toward men, there are two areas of concern. The first is our conduct or manner of life, the way we live before the Lord and other people. This is a vital part of our testimony. Philippians 2:15 teaches that we live "in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation," and as children of God, we are to "shine as lights in the world." To effectively do so, we should become blameless and harmless in our conduct before others. This doesn't mean we must be sinlessly perfect, but that we live a life that others cannot easily find fault with, a life that is genuinely devoted to Christ. O, that the testimony of our conscience might be the same as Paul's.
"For our boasting is this: the testimony of our conscience that we conducted ourselves in the world in simplicity and godly sincerity, not with fleshly wisdom but by the grace of God, and more abundantly toward you." (2 Corinthians 1:12).
When our conscience testifies that our conduct is pure and godly, then God can use our lives to impact others. Paul stressed the importance of his conduct in ministering to those in Ephesus (Acts 20:17-27) and Thessalonica (1 Thessalonians 2:1-12).
The second area of concern, if we are to have a conscience "without offense" toward men, is how we handle the Word of God. As believers we are to bear a testimony for the Lord, not only by the way we live (Philippians 2:15), but also by "holding forth the word of life" (Philippians 2:16).
When we share the truth of God's Word with others, we must be careful in how we handle and present it. To begin with, we must first know the truth ourselves. Paul instructed Timothy,
"Be diligent to present yourself approved to God, a worker who does not need to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth." (2 Timothy 2:15)
When we diligently study and rightly divide the Word of truth, we can know and understand God's will and His plan and purpose for His church during this present dispensation of grace (Ephesians 3:19). We must know the truth of God's Word for it provides the answers that people need to hear (Colossians 4:6). Even Peter admonished the Jewish believers:
"But sanctify the Lord God in your hearts, and always be ready to give a defense to everyone who asks you a reason for the hope that is in you, with meekness and fear; having a good conscience, that when they defame you as evildoers, those who revile your good conduct in Christ may be ashamed." (1 Peter 3:15-16)
However, just knowing the Word is not enough. We must also be careful in how we present the Word to others. Paul told the Corinthians:
"But we have renounced the hidden things of shame, not walking in craftiness nor handling the Word of God deceitfully, but by manifestation of the truth, commending ourselves to every man's conscience in the sight of God." (2 Corinthians 4:2)
When Paul proclaimed the gospel to the people in Thessalonica, his ministry was sincere, his motives pure. His desires were not self-seeking, but for the glory and praise of God (1 Thessalonians 2:4-6). As a result, the people "received the word of God ... not as the word of men, but as it is in truth, the word of God, which also effectively works in you who believe" (1 Thessalonians 2:13).
Finally, as we speak the truth of the Word, it is vital that we do so "in love" (Ephesians 4:15). Paul told Timothy,
"And a servant of the Lord must not quarrel but be gentle to all, able to teach, patient, in humility correcting those who are in opposition, if God perhaps will grant them repentance, so that they may know the truth, and that they may come to their senses and escape the snare of the devil, having been taken captive by him to do his will." (2 Timothy 2:24-26)
Our responsibility is not to change people's minds, but to gently, patiently, and humbly share the Word of God with them, trusting God to change their hearts and lives.
When our conduct is pleasing to the Lord and our handling of His Word is pure, then the testimony of our conscience will be one that is without offense toward both God and man. While the conscience is not the absolute guide for our lives as believers, the testimony of our conscience plays an important role in our service for the Lord. May each of us be able to say, as Paul did:
"I have lived in all good conscience before God until this day."
Paul, An Apostle of Jesus Christ
By Gregg Bing
"Paul, an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of God."
These are the opening words of Paul's epistle to the Ephesians, words that are often taken for granted, but words that are of great importance if we are to understand the Scriptures and properly discern God's plan and purpose for believers in this present dispensation of grace.
Most believers make no distinction between Paul's ministry and that of the Twelve. They lump Paul's writings in with Peter's, John's, and even Jesus' earthly teaching, assuming they all teach basically the same thing and are all written to us for our obedience. While some might think this would encourage unity among believers, it has resulted, instead, in unanswered questions, confusion, and disunity.
Paul was an apostle of Jesus Christ, and while his ministry and apostleship were not the same as that of the Twelve, he was sent out in accordance with the will of God. Believers who stress the importance of studying the writings and ministry of Paul are often criticized as being "Paulites," sometimes even accused of placing Paul above Christ. What these critics fail to see is: the unique nature of Paul's ministry and apostleship, the special revelation given to Paul by the risen and ascended Lord Jesus Christ, and the vital importance of Paul's writings for believers today. In order to understand the nature of Paul's apostleship, three key questions need to be answered: (1) How did Paul come to be an apostle? (2) What was Paul called to do? and (3) What was the nature of Paul's ministry?
Paul's Dramatic Conversion
Paul was originally known as Saul of Tarsus (Acts 9:11, 21:39). His father was a Pharisee, one of Israel's religious leaders (Acts 23:6). Saul was, therefore, raised according to the strictest sect of the Jews' religion (Acts 26:5). He was trained in Jerusalem at the feet of Gamaliel, one of the most respected teachers of the law (Acts 22:3). As a student, Saul advanced in Judaism beyond many of his contemporaries, being exceedingly zealous for the traditions of the fathers (Gal. 1:14). While Saul had a tremendous zeal for God (Acts 22:3), it was misplaced, for what he did, he did ignorantly in unbelief (1 Tim. 1:13).
We are introduced to Saul of Tarsus at the stoning of Stephen. Stephen, a man full of faith and the Holy Spirit, was falsely accused by the Jews of speaking against the temple and the law of Moses. Stephen was brought before the Jewish Sanhedrin and given an opportunity to defend himself against the charges. He used the time to witness to these Jewish leaders. At the close of his testimony, Stephen brought an indictment against the Jews, accusing them of resisting the witness of the Holy Spirit. By betraying and murdering the Lord Jesus, they had followed in the footsteps of their fathers, who killed the prophets God sent to them. The Jewish leaders were indignant, stopping up their ears and dragging Stephen outside to be stoned. The witnesses laid their coats down at the feet of the young man, Saul of Tarsus (Acts 7:58), who was in complete agreement that Stephen should die (Acts 8:1).
Saul had a zeal for God, but, like the majority of the Jews of his day, it was not according to knowledge. Saul, in his religious zeal, thought he could establish his own righteousness by keeping the traditions of the fathers. He was ignorant of God's righteousness and refused to believe in God's righteous Son, the Lord Jesus Christ (Rom. 10:1-4). After the stoning of Stephen, Saul became the chief persecutor of the church, meaning all who believed Jesus of Nazareth was both Lord and Christ. Paul later would describe himself this way:
"Indeed, I myself thought I must do many things contrary to the name of Jesus of Nazareth. This I also did in Jerusalem, and many of the saints I shut up in prison, having received authority from the chief priests; and when they were put to death, I cast my vote against them. And I punished them often in every synagogue and compelled them to blaspheme; and being exceedingly enraged against them, I persecuted them even to foreign cities." (Acts 26:9-11)
It was while on the road to Damascus, where he intended to continue his persecution of Jesus' disciples, that the life of Saul of Tarsus was changed forever. As he neared the city, suddenly a light from heaven shone around him. As he fell to the ground, he heard a voice from heaven saying, "Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me? Saul answered, Who are You, Lord? and the Lord said, I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting. It is hard for you to kick against the goads. Saul, trembling and astonished, responded, Lord, what do You want me to do?" (Acts 9:3-6)
What a tremendous conversion this was—a life completely turned around, and all because of God's marvelous grace! Saul was not seeking to know God through Christ, he was persecuting Him. Yet, when brought face to face with the Lord Jesus Christ, Saul came to see and believe that Jesus of Nazareth was truly Israel's Messiah, the very Lord of glory. Saul later wrote to Timothy and described it this way:
"And the grace of our Lord was exceedingly abundant, with faith and love which are in Christ Jesus. This is a faithful saying and worthy of all acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am chief. However, for this reason I obtained mercy, that in me first Jesus Christ might show all longsuffering, as a pattern to those who are going to believe on Him for everlasting life." (1 Tim. 1:14-16)
Saul's salvation serves as a pattern to all who will believe in the Lord Jesus as Savior. If God's grace could save Saul of Tarsus, after all the terrible sins he committed, it can save anyone, for "where sin abounded, grace abounded much more" (Rom. 5:20). Saul was saved when He heard the word of truth, from the Lord Jesus Himself, and believed it. It was not because of any goodness within him or because of any works of righteousness on his part (Tit. 3:5), but by simple faith in God's Son (Eph. 2:8-9, John 3:16).
Saul, whom we will call Paul from this point on, was saved by God for a purpose, but his calling was distinct from that of those who were apostles before him.
Paul's Distinct Calling
In the first chapter of the book of Acts, the apostle Peter directed the apostles to select a replacement for Judas Iscariot, who had betrayed Jesus. They narrowed the candidates to two and then cast lots to select Matthias. There are some Bible teachers who believe Peter and the other apostles were wrong for doing this. They insist that Paul was God's choice to take Judas' place. Those who hold to this idea fail to see that Paul was called by God for a different purpose than that of the Twelve. Peter understood the number of these apostles must be raised back up to twelve because their ministry was to the twelve tribes of Israel. They began this ministry by going to the Jews in the homeland, starting in Jerusalem and Judea, the capital city and central region of the nation.
Paul was not called by God to take part in the ministry of the Twelve. While he certainly was called to testify before the children of Israel (Acts 9:15), his primary ministry was to be "a preacher, an apostle, and a teacher of the Gentiles" (2 Tim. 1:11). At the time he was saved, this was something new, for up to this point the ministry both of the Lord Jesus and of His apostles had been limited to the Jews only. The only way a Gentile could come to God was as a proselyte, one who had adopted the Jews' religion through circumcision (Acts 2:10). Paul was separated by God for the express purpose of preaching Christ among the Gentiles (Gal. 1:15-16). Since Paul's apostleship was something new, the message he was to preach did not originate with men. Paul wrote to the Galatians:
"But I make known to you, brethren, that the gospel which was preached by me is not according to man. For I neither received it from man, nor was I taught it, but it came through the revelation of Jesus Christ." (Gal. 1:11-12)
After Paul was saved, he "did not immediately confer with flesh and blood" nor did he "go up to Jerusalem to those who were apostles" before him. Instead, he went to Arabia and later returned to Damascus (Gal. 1:17). While Paul was in Arabia, God began to reveal His plan and purpose for Paul's ministry. God did not reveal everything to Paul at this time, for we know Paul received an abundance of revelations throughout his lifetime (2 Cor. 12:1-7). What is important to see is Paul did not receive his calling and instructions from men, specifically not from the Twelve. He received it by direct revelation from Jesus Christ. It is significant that the twelve apostles, who were sent to God's earthly people, Israel, received their calling and commission from the Lord Jesus while He was still here on earth. Whereas, Paul did not receive his calling and commission from the Lord Jesus until after He had ascended back into heaven.
Paul did not return to Jerusalem until three years after he was saved. While there, he met with Peter, but only remained with him for fifteen days. During this time, the only other apostle Paul saw was James, the Lord's brother (Gal. 1:18-19). While in Jerusalem, the Lord spoke to Paul as he was praying in the temple one day and told him, "Make haste and get out of Jerusalem quickly, for they will not receive your testimony concerning Me. ... Depart, for I will send you far from here to the Gentiles" (Acts 22:18,21). While the Twelve remained in Jerusalem, even after the persecution and scattering of the Jerusalem church that occurred after the stoning of Stephen (Acts 8:1), the Lord sent Paul away from Jerusalem to minister, instead, to the Gentiles.
Paul spent the next ten years in the regions of Syria and Cilicia, and was "unknown by face" to the believing Jews in Judea. All they knew of Paul was that "he who formerly persecuted them, now preached the faith which he once tried to destroy," and for this, they glorified God (Gal. 1:21-24).
Paul and Barnabas, were then led to go to Antioch in Syria, which became their new home. After a year of ministry in Antioch, these two apostles were sent out by the Holy Spirit to preach the Word in Asia Minor (Acts 13). In each city they visited, they preached the Word first to the Jews, but also to the Gentiles. Paul's ministry to the Gentiles was difficult for the Jews to understand and accept; not just for the unbelieving Jews, but for the believing Jews as well. When Paul and Barnabas returned from this first journey, certain Jews from Judea came to Antioch and insisted the Gentiles must be circumcised and keep the law in order to be saved, something that Paul and Barnabas strongly disputed (Acts 15:1-2). It was determined that Paul and Barnabas should go up to the apostles and elders in Jerusalem to settle the issue. Luke's account in Acts chapter 15 seems to indicate that the church at Antioch sent Paul and Barnabas to Jerusalem (Acts 15:2-3), but when Paul related this same event to the Galatians, he said, "I went up by revelation." This statement indicates the Lord Jesus revealed to Paul that he was to go to Jerusalem. In this same passage, Paul gave the reason why the Lord sent him to Jerusalem:
"And I went up by revelation, and communicated to them that gospel which I preach among the Gentiles, but privately to those who were of reputation, lest by any means I might run, or had run, in vain." (Gal. 2:2)
This is another clear indication that Paul's ministry and apostleship, even the gospel he preached, were distinct from that of the Twelve. Many people have trouble accepting the idea that Paul was preaching a different gospel than the Twelve were preaching, but why would Paul need to communicate to them the gospel he preached among the Gentiles if it was the same one being preached by the Twelve to the Jews? The fact is, it was not the same gospel. Paul goes on to say:
"But from those who seemed to be something—whatever they were, it makes no difference to me; God shows personal favoritism to no man—for those who seemed to be something added nothing to me. But on the contrary, when they saw that the gospel for the uncircumcised had been committed to me, as the gospel for the circumcised was to Peter (for He who worked effectively in Peter for the apostleship to the circumcised also worked effectively in me toward the Gentiles), and when James, Cephas, and John, who seemed to be pillars, perceived the grace that had been given to me, they gave me and Barnabas the right hand of fellowship, that we should go to the Gentiles and they to the circumcised." (Gal. 2:6-9)
"Those who seemed to be something" refers to those who had long had the reputation of being apostles and elders, the ones who currently held the leadership roles in the Jerusalem church (specifically James, who was the Lord's brother, Cephas or Peter, and John). Paul declared of these men: they "added nothing to me." Paul was not saying they were of no use to him, or that he was, in any way, better than they were. He was simply indicating that, in regard to his own ministry, particularly the gospel he preached, these other apostles did not give him any revelation or direction.
As Paul shared with these leaders of the Jerusalem church how God was working through him and Barnabas to reach the Gentiles for Christ, they recognized that Paul's ministry was genuinely of God. It became clear to them that the Lord had given Paul this gospel of grace to preach among the uncircumcised Gentiles, just as they had been given the gospel of the kingdom to preach among the Jews. From the testimony of Paul and Barnabas, it was evident that God was working through these new apostles, just as He was working through the Twelve, but clearly according to different callings. So, James, Peter, and John extended to Paul and Barnabas "the right hand of fellowship," agreeing that each should continue in the ministry God had given them. It is vital that we see and understand what James, Peter, and John came to see at the Jerusalem Council that Paul was given a ministry and apostleship "by the will of God," but one that was distinct from their own.
Paul's Diverse Commission
As we look more closely at the overall purpose and nature of Paul's ministry, we find that he had a diverse commission. While Paul had a distinct calling to be the apostle to the Gentiles, during the Acts period he was also commissioned by God to bear witness before the children of Israel. After the close of the book of Acts, Paul was commissioned by God to fully unveil His plan and purpose for a new body of believers, the Church, the Body of Christ, in which the distinction between Jew and Gentile has been removed. As we consider both of these aspects of Paul's commission, it helps us to understand the nature of his apostleship and the meaning of his New Testament writings.
Paul's Acts Period Ministry
The early chapters of the book of Acts record the ministry of Peter and the Twelve to the Jews in Jerusalem and Judea, preaching the gospel of the kingdom. The majority of the Jews, led by their religious rulers, rejected the testimony of the Holy Spirit concerning Jesus Christ, "crucifying again for themselves the Son of God, and putting Him to an open shame" (Heb. 6:6).
Things came to a head when Stephen was falsely accused of blaspheming the temple and the law. During his defense before the Jewish Sanhedrin, Stephen gave a summary of Israel's complete rejection of God:
"You stiff-necked and uncircumcised in heart and ears! You always resist the Holy Spirit; as your fathers did, so do you. Which of the prophets did your fathers not persecute? And they killed those who foretold the coming of the Just One, of whom you now have become the betrayers and murderers, "who have received the law by the direction of angels and have not kept it." (Acts 7:51-53)
Under the old covenant, their fathers had rejected God the Father by killing the prophets He sent to announce the coming of their Messiah. They themselves had become the betrayers and murderers of God the Son by crucifying Him on the cross of Calvary, and now they had rejected God the Holy Spirit, resisting His testimony through the apostles.
When they heard this, these Jewish leaders were cut to the heart. They stopped their ears, cast Stephen out of the city and stoned him to death (Acts 7:54-60).
After this, a great persecution arose against the church, a persecution headed up by Saul of Tarsus. However, God had other plans for Saul. After Saul was saved on the road to Damascus, God sent a it was this same Saul that God saved on the road to Damascus and commissioned for a new ministry and apostleship to the Gentiles. When the Lord sent Ananias to ministry to Saul, He told him: "Go, for he (Saul) is a chosen vessel of Mine to bear My name before Gentiles, kings, and the children of Israel" (Acts 9:15). The next twelve years of Saul's life were spent in preparation for this special apostleship. Then, in Acts 13, we read that Saul (who was also called Paul) and Barnabas were separated by the Holy Spirit for the work to which God had called them. While the first twelve chapters of Acts centers on the ministry of Peter and the Twelve, the remaining chapters are devoted to the ministry of the Apostle Paul.
Though Paul was called to be the apostle to the Gentiles (2 Tim. 1:11), during the Acts period he was sent to the Jew first. The ministry of Peter and the Twelve was limited to the Jews in Jerusalem and Judea; Paul was sent to the Jews of the dispersion who were scattered to "the uttermost parts of the earth." The nature and purpose of Paul's ministry to the Jews during this time is pictured in the first recorded miracle performed by Paul. Paul and Barnabas left Antioch and sailed to the island of Cyprus.
"Now when they had gone through the island to Paphos, they found a certain sorcerer, a false prophet, a Jew whose name was Bar-Jesus, who was with the proconsul, Sergius Paulus, an intelligent man. This man called for Barnabas and Saul and sought to hear the word of God. But Elymas the sorcerer (for so his name is translated) withstood them, seeking to turn the proconsul away from the faith. Then Saul, who also is called Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit, looked intently at him and said, O full of all deceit and all fraud, you son of the devil, you enemy of all righteousness, will you not cease perverting the straight ways of the Lord? And now, indeed, the hand of the Lord is upon you, and you shall be blind, not seeing the sun for a time. And immediately a dark mist fell on him, and he went around seeking someone to lead him by the hand. Then the proconsul believed, when he saw what had been done, being astonished at the teaching of the Lord." (Acts 13:6-12)
Paul encountered a Jew named Bar-Jesus who was a sorcerer and a false prophet. He was with a Gentile named Sergius Paulus, an intelligent man who desired to hear the Word of God. When the Jew withstood Paul and Barnabas, and then tried to turn the Gentile away from the faith, Paul, filled with the Holy Spirit, pronounced blindness upon the Jew "for a time (season)." After seeing these things, the Gentile believed, being astonished at the teaching of the Lord. These events give us a pattern for Paul's Acts period ministry to the Jew first, then the Gentile. Every time Paul visited a new city, he went to the Jews first, most often ministering to them in their synagogue. When the majority of the Jews of that city rejected and opposed Paul's ministry of the Word, Paul was used of God to pronounce spiritual blindness upon them. As was the case with Bar-Jesus, Israel's blindness was to be temporary, as Paul described it in Romans 11:25:
"For I do not desire, brethren, that you should be ignorant of this mystery, lest you should be wise in your own opinion, that blindness in part has happened to Israel until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in."
Paul would then turn from the Jews to preach the Word of God to the Gentiles, who were more eager to receive it. This is why we find the qualification at the end of Romans 1:16: "For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ, for it is the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes, for the Jew first and also for the Greek (Gentile)." Though we see this same pattern in each city where Paul preached, there are three significant turning points recorded in the book of Acts. The first of these takes place at Antioch in Pisidia, which is in Asia Minor (modern day Turkey). After Paul preached in the synagogue to the Jews, the next Sabbath, the whole city, including Gentiles, came together to hear the Word of God. When the Jews saw the multitudes,
"... they were filled with envy; and contradicting and blaspheming, they opposed the things spoken by Paul. Then Paul and Barnabas grew bold and said, It was necessary that the word of God should be spoken to you first; but since you reject it, and judge yourselves unworthy of everlasting life, behold, we turn to the Gentiles. For so the Lord has commanded us: I have set you as a light to the Gentiles, that you should be for salvation to the ends of the earth. Now when the Gentiles heard this, they were glad and glorified the word of the Lord. And as many as had been appointed to eternal life believed." (Acts 13:45-48)
Paul's subsequent travels brought him further west to Corinth, a city of Greece. While there Paul "reasoned in the synagogue every Sabbath, and persuaded the Jews and the Greeks (Gentiles)." When Silas and Timothy joined him there,
"Paul was compelled by the Spirit, and testified to the Jews that Jesus is the Christ. But when they opposed him and blasphemed, he shook his garments and said to them, Your blood be upon your own heads; I am clean. From now on I will go to the Gentiles." (Acts 18:4-6)
The final turning point occurred in Rome, and is recorded in the final chapter of the book of Acts. Paul, a prisoner confined to house arrest and chained to a Roman soldier, could not go to the synagogue, so he called for the Jewish leaders at Rome to visit him.
"So when they had appointed him a day, many came to him at his lodging, to whom he explained and solemnly testified of the kingdom of God, persuading them concerning Jesus from both the Law of Moses and the Prophets, from morning till evening. And some were persuaded by the things which were spoken, and some disbelieved. So when they did not agree among themselves, they departed after Paul had said one word: The Holy Spirit spoke rightly through Isaiah the prophet to our fathers, saying, Go to this people and say: Hearing you will hear, and shall not understand; And seeing you will see, and not perceive; For the hearts of this people have grown dull. Their ears are hard of hearing, and their eyes they have closed, lest they should see with their eyes and hear with their ears, lest they should understand with their hearts and turn, so that I should heal them. Therefore let it be known to you that the salvation of God has been sent to the Gentiles, and they will hear it!" (Acts 28:23-28)
This was clearly a significant turning point. Having preached the Word to the Jews at Rome, Paul had now taken God's message to the Jews in "the uttermost parts of the earth," and everywhere he had gone, a large majority of the Jews had rejected the truth. Paul's quote from Isaiah 6 looms as a final pronouncement of blindness upon the entire nation of Israel.
This pronouncement marked God's setting aside of Israel as a nation and the postponement of His prophesied plans and purposes for them, particularly the promise of an earthly kingdom. While it is not directly stated in Scripture that Israel was set aside at this time, Paul's writings after this point clearly indicate this was the case.
Paul's Post-Acts Ministry
While God's purpose for Israel was clearly the subject of prophecy, God had another plan and purpose, a purpose which was ordained before the foundation of the world, but which had been kept secret from men of other ages (Eph. 3:9). This purpose was made known to Paul by direct revelation from the Lord Jesus Christ (Eph. 3:3). There are mentions of this truth in Paul's earlier epistles, written during the Acts period (Rom. 16:25-26, 1 Cor. 2:6-8), but with the setting aside of Israel in Acts 28, it was time to fully unveil this secret purpose of God. Paul, "the prisoner of the Lord," was led by the Holy Spirit to write letters to the saints at Ephesus, Philippi, and Colosse, as well as a letter to his friend, Philemon. In these "prison epistles" Paul made known the truth of "the mystery of God's will" (Eph. 1:9, 3:5).
The mystery is that God is now calling out a new body of believers known as the Church, the Body of Christ (Eph. 1:22-23). This Church is primarily composed of Gentile believers (Eph. 3:1), because the majority of those in Israel had rejected the Lord Jesus Christ; a rejection that continues in the hearts of most Jews today. However, what is unique about this Church is that the difference between Jew and Gentile is completely done away with in God's eyes.
From the call of Abram in Genesis 12, God made a clear distinction between Israel, His chosen nation, and the rest of the nations (Gentiles). This distinction continued during the earthly ministry of the Lord Jesus (Matt. 15:21-28) as well as throughout the Acts period. Even Paul's ministry during this period was "to the Jew first and also to the Greek (Gentile)" (Rom. 1:16). When Israel, as a nation, was set aside at the close of the Acts period, Paul revealed that this distinction between Jew and Gentile has been done away with in the Church, the Body of Christ. Paul described the Gentiles' past condition this way:
"Therefore remember that you, once Gentiles in the flesh — who are called Uncircumcision by what is called the Circumcision made in the flesh by hands — that at that time you were without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel and strangers from the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the world." (Eph. 2:11-12)
What a terrible condition Gentiles were in: without Christ, separate from Israel, having no hope, and without God in the world. This was all changed through the cross of Christ!
"But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ. For He Himself is our peace, who has made both one, and has broken down the middle wall of separation, having abolished in His flesh the enmity, that is, the law of commandments contained in ordinances, so as to create in Himself one new man from the two, thus making peace, and that He might reconcile them both to God in one body through the cross, thereby putting to death the enmity." (Eph. 2:13-16)
Through the shedding of His blood, Christ broke down the middle wall of separation between Jew and Gentile, a wall erected by God and set forth in the Mosaic Law. The enmity that existed between Jew and Gentile was put to death, and Christ Himself became their peace. He brought these two separate groups together and made them one—a new man, created in Christ Jesus —one body of believers reconciled to God through the cross. The preposition used here is "through" the cross, not "at" the cross. The cross made it possible for Jew and Gentile to be brought together in this way, but this truth was not made known at that time. The formation of this new Church is the essence of the mystery revealed to and through the Apostle Paul.
The mystery also revealed that God is dealing with the Church under an entirely new dispensation— "the dispensation of the grace of God" (Eph. 3:2). The word "dispensation" comes from the Greek word "oikonomia," which literally means "household law." It refers to the way in which a household is ordered and managed. Throughout history, God's dealings with mankind have consisted of a series of different dispensations; God has dealt with different groups of people (households) under different arrangements (laws).
Most of God's dealings with His earthly people Israel were under the dispensation of law. This law was given through Moses, God's steward or administrator at that time. The law specified God's requirements for His earthly people, the nation of Israel; it governed every aspect of their lives: their relationship with God, their worship, their walk, their purpose, and their hope. The dispensation of the grace of God was given to the Apostle Paul, who served as its steward or administrator, much as Moses did for Israel under the law. God's orders for men under the present dispensation of grace are vastly different from those who lived under the law. The law was given that men might know they were sinners and become guilty before God (Rom. 3:19-20). The law was a tutor or schoolmaster to "bring us to Christ, that we might be justified by faith" (Gal. 3:24). All the requirements of the law: its commandments, its judgments, and its ordinances, were merely a shadow of things to come. The substance, the reality of what was only pictured by the law, is found in Christ (Col. 2:14-17). In Christ, we are complete; nothing needs to be added to His finished work. This truth is a key part of the mystery given to Paul, as he states in Colossians 2:9-10:
"For in Him (Christ) dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily; and you are complete in Him, who is the Head of all principality and power."
No physical circumcision is needed today, because we are circumcised in Christ "with the circumcision made without hands," a spiritual circumcision that is of Christ, not of the law (Col. 2:11). No water baptism is needed today, because we are "buried with Him in baptism" and "raised with Him through faith in the working of God," (Col. 2:12) a spiritual baptism performed by God's Holy Spirit, not by some priest or preacher. Physical circumcision and water baptism were part of the law; but they were only a shadow of things to come. Why hold onto the shadow when we now have the reality in Christ?
Why is it so important to see the distinctive nature of Paul's apostleship and ministry? Because he is God's apostle to us today. Because he is God's steward to the Church during the present dispensation of grace. If we truly desire to know God's will for our lives today, we must see it can only be found in the writings of the Apostle Paul. This does not mean that we discard the rest of Scripture. Paul himself told Timothy:
"All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, thoroughly equipped for every good work." (2 Tim. 3:16-17)
Though all Scripture is written "for" us, "for our learning," not all Scripture is written directly "to" us, for our obedience. Paul also told Timothy:
"Be diligent to present yourself approved to God, a worker who does not need to be ashamed, rightly dividing the Word of truth." (2 Tim. 2:15)
If we want to find approval in God's eyes, and be workers who need not be ashamed before Him, we must "rightly divide the Word of truth." This means we must take note of the divisions God has placed in His Word; we must see the different dispensations (or dispensings) of God's will throughout the ages. In particular, it is vital that we heed His instructions to us during the present dispensation of God's grace, the dispensation that was given specifically by God to the Apostle Paul. This is why his apostleship, his ministry, and his writings are so important.
Life More Abundant
Facing Death with Hope
By Gregg Bing
The Bible describes our time here on earth as "a vapor that appears for a little time and then vanishes away" (James 4:14). We think that if a person lives to be 80, 90, or even 100 years, they have had a long life, but in comparison to eternity, our years come and go like a vapor. Many people assume that our time on earth is all there is to life. As they contemplate their own death or that of a loved one, they are filled with deep sorrow. There is a finality about death that, to them, is devastating.
While the prospect of one's own death or the death of a loved one is, indeed, a time of sorrow, grief, and loss, we need not face this time without hope or without comfort.
Life Beyond this Earth
When the Apostle Paul wrote to the Corinthian saints, he reminded them that there is life beyond our time here on earth.
"Therefore we do not lose heart. Even though our outward man is perishing, yet the inward man is being renewed day by day. For our light affliction, which is but for a moment, is working for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory, while we do not look at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen. For the things which are seen are temporary, but the things which are not seen are eternal." (2 Corinthians 4:16-18)
Our physical life here on earth is temporary. The afflictions we experience in these bodies of flesh (what Paul calls the "outward man") are "light" and last "but for a moment." Paul reminds us there is life beyond just the physical. We have an "inward man" that is spiritual and eternal. The physical sufferings we experience in this life will one day give way to a "weight of glory," a glory that far exceeds our present sufferings, a glory that will last for all eternity. The things we see with our physical eyes are temporary, but there are things we cannot see physically, things that are eternal, things that can only be seen with the eyes of faith.
Life More Abundant
When the Lord Jesus Christ lived here on earth, He said, "I have come that they may have life, and that they may have it more abundantly" (John 10:10). A person may have what the world considers a full life; maybe a life of many years; maybe a life of financial success; maybe a life filled with loving family and friends: all of these, things that people consider important. Jesus came to provide us with a life more abundant than anything this world can offer. Jesus came to give us spiritual life, a life of blessings that surpasses anything we experience in this world, a life that will last forever.
How did the Lord Jesus provide this abundant life for us? Jesus did not come into this world to teach us a way to live. He was unquestionably the greatest teacher who ever lived, and we can learn many things from studying what He taught; but simply following Jesus' teachings will not result in life more abundant.
Jesus did not come to provide an example for us to follow. He certainly did live a perfect, sinless life. He humbled Himself and became obedient to the will of His Father, providing a wonderful example of how we should live (Phil. 2:5-8). Nevertheless, trying to live as Jesus did will not bring us life more abundant.
Jesus came into this world for one purpose: to die. This is why the eternal Son of God had to become a Man and take a body of flesh and blood—to shed that blood and die so we might live. To many this seems foolish. "Why," people ask, "did Jesus have to die?" and "How could His death give me abundant life?"
Why is there Death?
People struggle with questions about death because they fail to understand two important truths: 1) People are, by nature, sinful, and 2) God is not just loving and merciful; He is also holy and righteous. Most like to believe that people are basically good, and since God is loving and merciful, He will accept those who at least try to live a good life. While this assumption may sound reasonable to us, it is simply not true. The Scriptures tell us, "There is a way that seems right to a man, but its end is the way of death" (Proverbs 14:12). Paul wrote to the Romans, saying:
"There is none righteous, no, not one; there is none who understands; there is none who seeks after God. They have all turned aside; they have together become unprofitable; there is none who does good, no, not one." (Romans 3:10-12)
We may not like to hear these things, but they are true. We are all born with hearts that are "deceitful, above all things, and desperately wicked" (Jeremiah 17:9). Our natural instincts lead us into sin (Ephesians 2:1-3). No one does what is right in God's eyes. Other people may consider us righteous, but God does not. In the sight of a perfect God, "all of our righteousnesses are as filthy rags" (Isaiah 64:6). None of us, if left to the desires of our sinful hearts, will seek after God. We invariably "turn aside" from God's way and follow our own path. We have no desire to please God; we are intent on one thing: pleasing ourselves. No one does what is good in God's eyes. Others may judge us to have good character or to be capable of good deeds, but Paul says that "nothing good dwells" in us (Romans 7:18). There are no exceptions to this, for "all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God" (Romans 3:23).
Why are people born with sinful natures? Where did sin come from? Sin began with one man: Adam. God created Adam and Eve to have a relationship with them. God met with them daily; He walked and talked with them. He placed them in a perfect place, the garden of Eden, where all their needs were met. They were allowed to eat freely from all the trees of the garden except one: the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. God warned Adam that in the day he ate from this forbidden tree, he would "surely die" (Genesis 2:17). In spite of this warning, Adam and Eve disobeyed God's command and, thus, sinned against God. Though they did not physically die that day, the process of death began in their bodies. Bodies that had once been incorruptible were now susceptible to disease and pain. Bodies that had once been immortal were now subject to physical death (Genesis 3:19).
Another Type of Death
The sentence of death upon Adam and Eve included more than just physical death; it also meant spiritual death. The very moment Adam and Eve sinned, they died spiritually, meaning they were separated from God. They felt the shame and the guilt of their sin immediately. They tried to cover their nakedness and guilt by making coverings for their bodies from the leaves of the trees, then tried to hide themselves from God among the trees of the garden (Genesis 3:7-8). Adam and Eve's close, personal relationship with God was broken. As part of His judgment of their sin, God expelled Adam and Eve from the garden. The place where they had once enjoyed open fellowship with God was now closed to them because of their sin (Genesis 3:23-24).
Adam's sin affected more than just himself and Eve; it affected all of mankind. We read in the book of Romans:
"Therefore, just as through one man sin entered the world, and death through sin, and thus death spread to all men, because all sinned." (Romans 5:12)
Because we are all descended from Adam, his sin nature has been passed down to us, making us all sinners. As a result, we are under the same penalty for sin as Adam: death, both physical and spiritual. God declared through the prophet Ezekiel, "The soul who sins shall die" (Ezekiel 18:4).
Our situation, as sinners, appears bleak, but God is a loving, merciful, and gracious God. He did not abandon us in this terrible condition: "dead in trespasses and sins" (Ephesians 2:1). God never intended for anyone to perish (1 Peter 3:9). He "desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth" (1 Timothy 2:4). God knew beforehand that Adam and Eve would disobey Him and that their sin would bring the sentence of spiritual death upon all mankind. God's plan and purpose, even before sin entered the world, was to provide the way for sinners to be brought back into fellowship with Him.
Many people expect that a loving, merciful God will surely "forgive and forget" their sins. They don't understand the other aspects of God's nature and character. While God is loving and compassionate, He is also holy (Leviticus 11:44), meaning He is separate from sin. Our sins separate us from God (Isaiah 59:2). His eyes are so pure, He cannot "behold evil, and cannot look on wickedness" (Habakkuk 1:13), therefore, He cannot accept us in our sinful condition. He cannot simply overlook or excuse our sins; this would violate His holy nature. God, in fact, hates sin (Jeremiah 44:4). We can't imagine a loving God being capable of hatred, but He does hate sin. While God hates sin: He loves sinners. We must be careful to make this distinction.
God is also a righteous God (Deuteronomy 32:4), meaning He always does what is right or just; and He requires that same righteousness from others. Because of our sins, we "fall short" of God's holy and righteous standard (Romans 3:23). God's righteousness demands that our sins be judged, and the just payment (wages) which must be made for sin is death, physically and spiritually (Romans 6:23).
Our problem is that with our sinful nature, we are helpless to do anything to change our miserable condition. How, then, can sinful people ever be accepted by a holy and righteous God? The answer is through the death of a substitute—someone to die in our place and pay the penalty for our sins—a substitute that must be sinless himself. The sacrificial system that was part of the Law of Moses illustrated this requirement. The people of Israel were required to bring a lamb to kill as a sacrifice to cover their sins, but these sacrificial lambs, these substitutes, had to be "without blemish" (Leviticus 1:3). Because all people are sinners, none of us is qualified to die as a substitute for anyone else's sins.
The only Person who is without sin is God, therefore only He could die as a substitute for people's sins. But, God is a Spirit (John 4:24); in order to die for our sins, God had to become a Man. Over 2000 years ago, the eternal Son of God "was made flesh and dwelt among us" (John 1:14). He took on a body of flesh and blood, like ours, except without sin (Hebrews 4:15). Jesus died for our sins, providing the one and only way for us to be reconciled to God. The night before His death, Jesus told His disciples, "I am the way, the truth, and the life, no one comes to the Father, except through Me" (John 14:6).
Life through Death
God's provision of salvation for a sinful world came at great cost to Him. Our Savior endured sufferings more severe than anything we face here on earth. Some of Jesus' sufferings we can identify with; sufferings we cringe at when we think about them. Jesus endured excruciating physical pain: beaten with a rod, crowned with thorns, scourged with a whip, and nailed to a cross for the slow, cruel death of crucifixion. Jesus suffered emotional anguish as well: rejected by His own people, the nation of Israel; abandoned by His closest friends; betrayed by one of those friends; and denied three times by the one who, supposedly, had the strongest faith. Jesus suffered the social stigma of crucifixion, a punishment reserved for the worst of criminals. He was publicly humiliated, mocked, and insulted as He hung on that cross for six long hours.
As terrible as these forms of suffering were, Jesus endured far worse, an agony we cannot fully comprehend. Philippians 2:8 says that Jesus "became obedient to the point of death, even the death of the cross." The "death of the cross" speaks of more than just death by crucifixion; it refers to the special torment Jesus endured for us on the cross of Calvary. God's sinless Son not only entered this world and "became flesh;" He also "became sin for us" (2 Corinthians 5:21). As the Lord Jesus hung on that cross, He "bore our sins in His own body" (1 Peter 2:24).
Christ experienced two different types of death on our behalf. He shed His blood and died physically because "without the shedding of blood there is no remission (forgiveness) of sins" (Hebrews 9:22); but Jesus also died spiritually. As He neared the point of death, Jesus cried out in anguish, "My God, My God, Why have You forsaken Me?" (Matthew 27:46). Because He bore our sins, Jesus was separated from God the Father—completely and utterly forsaken. This is what spiritual death means. We can understand, to some extent, how it might feel to be forsaken by our own father, but Jesus' relationship with God the Father was closer and dearer than any relationship we have in this world. The torment Jesus experienced when His Father turned His face away was more painful than anything we can imagine. This dreadful judgment should have been ours, but He took it for us!
Why would God be willing to do this for us? The simple and wonderful answer is love. "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 3:16). God did not love us because of any goodness or good works on our part. "God demonstrated His own love toward us in that, while we were still sinners, Christ died for us" (Romans 5:8). It was "not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins" (1 John 4:10).
The word "propitiation" means that God was satisfied with Christ's sacrifice for our sins. Just before Christ died, He cried out with a loud voice, "It is finished!" (John 19:30). His sacrificial work was complete, meaning that the wages (or penalty) for the sins of the whole world (1 John 2:2) was "paid in full." All of God's holy and righteous requirements were satisfied, making it possible for us to be brought into a relationship with Him. God proved He was satisfied with Christ's finished work by raising Him from the dead after three days in the grave. Jesus was raised unto eternal life, never to die again (Romans 6:9-10), and because He lives, we can live as well.
The Gift of Life
Romans 6:23 begins with bad news: "the wages of sin is death," but it concludes with good news: "the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord." The gospel, or good news, for all men is that "Christ died for our sins, according to the Scriptures, and that He was buried, and that He rose again the third day, according to the Scriptures" (1 Corinthians 15:3-4).
While Christ has paid the penalty for everyone's sins, and the gift of eternal life is available to all people, not everyone is saved and reconciled to God. Why not? Because the gift of eternal life must be received by each person, individually. Salvation is "not by works of righteousness which we have done" (Titus 3:5). We don't have to earn it—it is a gift! Salvation is by God's grace; it is His gift to us, though one we certainly don't deserve.
If we can't earn it or work for it, how is this gift received? The wonderful gift of eternal life is received by simple faith in Jesus Christ and what He accomplished for us on the cross. "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" (Ephesians 2:8-9). Salvation is not by any goodness in us—there is none! Salvation is not by any good works we do—there are none! Salvation is by faith, which means we trust in God to save us from our sins; we rely upon His finished work on the cross, not on any works of our own.
When we hear the "word of truth, the gospel of our salvation" and trust in Christ as our Savior, God's Holy Spirit places us "in Christ" and seals us there "until the day of redemption" (Ephesians 1:12-14). We are "made the righteousness of God in Him" (2 Corinthians 5:21), and "there is therefore now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus" (Romans 8:1). The moment we put our faith in Christ, we are "passed from death unto life" (John 5:24). This truly is "life more abundant!"
Life—Even in Death
What happens, then, at death, to those who have this abundant life in Christ? While spiritual death is separation from God, physical death is also a separation. When a person dies physically, their spirit is separated from their body. The body, which is made of dust, "will return to the earth as it was, and the spirit will return to God who gave it" (Ecclesiastes 12:7). The spirit of an unbeliever is reserved for eternal judgment by God, but what happens to the spirit of a believer? Paul expressed the hope, or expectation, we have as believers in Christ in his second letter to the Corinthians.
"So we are always confident, knowing that while we are at home in the body we are absent from the Lord. For we walk by faith, not by sight. We are confident, yes, well pleased rather to be absent from the body and to be present with the Lord." (2 Corinthians 5:6-8)
Even though we are saved from our sins, as long as we live in these bodies of sinful flesh, we cannot enter into God's presence, thus we are "absent from the Lord." However, when we physically die, we become "absent from the body." Our spirits are separated from our bodies of sin, thus making it possible for us to be "present with the Lord." Paul spoke of death, for the believer, as a departure. He wrote to the Philippians of his desire "to depart and be with Christ which is far better" (Philippians 1:23). This is what death means to a believer in the Lord Jesus Christ. When we physically die, our spirit departs from our body and enters into the very presence of the Lord, which, as Paul says, is "far better." In His presence, there is no more pain, no more sorrow, no more tears, and no more suffering. The Psalmist David wrote that in the presence of the Lord there is "fullness of joy" and "pleasures forevermore" (Psalm 16:11).
This is the blessed hope of every believer in Christ. This is what we can look forward to, with expectation. We can be confident this is what our future holds, because this is what God has promised us in His Word. Not only do we have the hope of one day being with the Lord; we also have the hope of being like Him.
One day our Savior, Jesus Christ, will appear in the air to take us home to live with Him in heaven (Colossians 3:3-4; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18). When that day comes, the bodies of those believers who have already physically died will be resurrected. Believers who are still alive when He comes, will be caught up together with the "dead in Christ," and "we shall all be changed" (1 Corinthians 15:51-57). Our sinful, shameful bodies of flesh will be transformed and made like the glorious body of our risen Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ (Philippians 3:20-21), and "so shall we ever be with the Lord" (1 Thessalonians 4:17). What a wonderful message of hope and comfort!
What About You?
Do you have this abundant life in Christ? Do you have this blessed hope in Him? If so, you can rejoice and take comfort in knowing what the future holds for you, even in facing death. If not, you are still lost, spiritually dead in your sins, and separated from God. However, you don't have to spend eternity in this miserable condition. You can be saved from your sins today. You can be reconciled to God and receive the gift of eternal life if you simply trust Christ as your Savior. He will give you such a wonderful life, a life more abundant than your mere existence here on earth. He will bless you with a life of love, joy, and peace—a life with Him that will last for all eternity.
Assurance
Can We Know We are Saved?
By Gregg Bing
Are you a Christian? Are you going to heaven one day? Are you saved? How do you answer these questions? Most people, when asked one of these questions will respond: "I think so," or "I hope so," or simply "I don't know." Many who "think so" or "hope so" are not saved, because they have never trusted in the Lord Jesus Christ as their Savior. Yet, many who have trusted Christ as Savior have no real assurance of their salvation.
Is it possible to truly know, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that you are saved from your sins? The answer is "Yes!" Let's look at three things the Scriptures teach that assure us of our personal salvation.
The Word of God
God has promised us eternal life in His Word, and He has provided this wonderful life through His Son.
"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 3:16)
"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)
The promise is that whoever believes in the Son "has everlasting life." Notice that it doesn't say that the person who believes may one day obtain everlasting life, but that the person "has" everlasting life, the very moment they believe in Him. The gospel of John repeats this wonderful promise many times. This is the very reason why the book of John was written, "...that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in His name" (John 20:31).
In keeping with this purpose, John records Jesus' use of the expression "most assuredly" ("verily, verily" in the KJV) twenty five times. In the Greek it is "amen amen." The word "amen" comes from a root word which means "firm." It could be translated "surely" or "truly." It is closely akin to the Hebrew word for "believe" or "faithful." When the word "amen" is repeated, it becomes an expression of absolute trust and confidence. Jesus used this expression in John 5:24 to assure us of God's promise.
"Most assuredly, I say to you, he who hears My word and believes in Him who sent Me has everlasting life, and shall not come into judgment, but has passed from death into life."
We know that God's Word is true, therefore it gives us assurance. Titus 1:2 tells us that we have the "hope (confidence, assurance) of eternal life which God, who cannot lie, promised before time began." The 119th Psalm, which is a testimony to God's Word, says, "The entirety of Your Word is true, and every one of Your righteous judgments endures forever" (verse 160).
The Bible is God's testimony to us, written that we may know that we are saved.
"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, ..." (1 John 5:13)
Many people today are listening to the traditions and teachings of men or religious organizations instead of listening to the testimony of God's Word. The only source of absolute truth is the Word of God. Be assured—we can know that we are saved because God's Word promises eternal life to those who believe in the finished work of His Son.
The Work of Christ
Many of the doubts and fears that people have about their salvation are due to the mistaken idea that they must do something in order to be saved: good works, attending church, keeping the ordinances, etc. When we come to understand that salvation is by grace through faith in the finished work of Jesus Christ on Calvary, we can be assured of our salvation.
"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." (Eph. 2:8-9)
This verse of Scripture makes it clear that salvation is not because of us or because of our works. It is a gift from God. Titus 3:5 declares that salvation is "not by works of righteousness which we have done." Our salvation is based on the finished work which the Lord Jesus Christ accomplished for us on Calvary. Just before Jesus died, He cried with a loud voice, "It is finished!" (John 19:30). When Jesus died on that cross, He finished the work the Father had sent Him to do; He "paid in full" the price for our sins. The word "finished" is in the perfect tense which means that the work was finished in time past and remains finished with continuing results. The work of Christ is the only work required for our salvation. Nothing needs to be added to what He has done. We are "complete in Him" (Col. 2:10).
"Therefore He is able to save to the uttermost those who come to God through Him, since He always lives to make intercession for them." (Heb. 7:25)
Only the Lord Jesus Christ has the power to save a person from their sins. We are powerless to do anything to save ourselves (Rom. 5:6-8). When Jesus saves us, He saves "to the uttermost." He provides perfect, complete salvation to all who come to God "through Him." God's promise of eternal life is "in His Son," and "all the promises of God in Him are Yes, and in Him Amen, to the glory of God" (2 Cor. 1:20).
Those who are depending on their own goodness or good works for salvation, don't understand what it means to "trust" in Christ as Savior. Be assured—Jesus Christ has done all the work necessary to accomplish your salvation. He alone has the power to save, and He saves completely all who simply trust in and rely upon Him.
The Witness of the Spirit
"In Him (Christ) you also trusted, after you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation; in whom also, having believed, you were sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise." (Eph. 1:12-13)
Salvation comes through hearing the word of truth, the gospel of Jesus Christ, and trusting in Him as Savior. The very moment we believe (which is what the expression "having believed" means) we are sealed by the Holy Spirit of promise. This sealing identifies the believer as a child of God, protects and secures the believer in Christ, and guarantees to the believer that God will faithfully carry out His promise of eternal life.
The Holy Spirit Himself is the guarantee (Eph. 1:14). He comes to dwell within the heart of each believer (Rom. 8:9,14-15) and will remain until the day of redemption; the day when Christ will come to catch His church up into glory (Eph. 4:30).
Many people rely too much on their feelings or emotions to determine whether they are saved or not. Feelings can often mislead us. Just because we are feeling down or even depressed does not mean we are not saved. As the Holy Spirit indwells us, He "bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God." This is more than just a feeling or a fleeting emotion. The Holy Spirit testifies to our spirit through the Word of God and assures us that our salvation is based on the facts of God's Word and our faith in Him rather than upon mere feelings.
The Holy Spirit also produces fruit in our lives: love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (Gal. 5:22-23). These are more than just simple human emotions. Love is the God-given ability to unselfishly care for another person. Joy is the deep and lasting delight and gladness that only comes from knowing the Lord, as opposed to happiness, which comes and goes depending on our circumstances. True peace of heart and mind is experienced only as the Holy Spirit assures us that we have peace with God through our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ (Rom. 5:1).
Conclusion
If you have experienced questions, doubts, or fears about whether you are saved or not, I hope these thoughts have helped you see that you can know and be assured of your salvation. We have the testimony of all three persons of the Godhead. God's Word clearly promises us eternal life in His Son. Christ's finished work on the cross is the sole basis for this wonderful life to all those who simply trust in Him. When we trust in Christ, the Holy Spirit comes to dwell within us and, through the Word of God, bears witness with our spirits that we are God's children.
"Now may our Lord Jesus Christ Himself, and our God and Father, who has loved us and given us everlasting consolation and good hope by grace, comfort your hearts and establish you in every good word and work." (2 Thess. 2:16-17)
Conformed to the Image of His Son
By Gregg Bing
Introduction
"And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to His purpose. For whom He did foreknow, He also did predestinate to be conformed to the image of His Son." (Romans 8:28-29)
God's purpose for man, his highest creation, is for him to be "conformed to the image of His Son." In the beginning, when God created man, He said, "Let Us make man in Our image, after Our likeness" (Genesis 1:26). We read further that "God created man in His own image, in the image of God created He him; male and female created He them" (Genesis 1:28). God created man and woman in His own image so that He could have fellowship with them.
When Adam sinned against God by disobeying His Word, he was corrupted. God's perfect creation was marred, and man was no longer the very image of God. Ephesians 4:22 states that man's nature was made "corrupt according to the deceitful lusts." Romans 8:21 further states that, as a result of sin, all of God's creation was put under the "bondage of corruption."
In spite of this, God's purpose for man remains the same. His desire for all men and women is that they might be "conformed to the image of His Son." God has provided the means to accomplish this purpose through the death, burial, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. Every person who believes in the Lord Jesus Christ as personal Saviour is conformed to His image. As believers we are conformed to Christ in three ways:
Positional Conformance
Positionally, we are conformed to the image of Christ the moment we accept Him as personal Saviour. This conformance is based on the fact that we are identified with Christ in His death, burial, resurrection, and ascension.
Romans 6:3 teaches that we are baptized into the death of Christ. The word "baptized," in this verse, does not refer to an external water baptism, but to a spiritual baptism which associates us with Christ in His work on the cross.
1 Peter 2:24 tells us that when Christ died upon the cross He "bare our sins in His own body." 2 Corinthians 5:21 says that He was "made sin for us." Paul goes on to say in Romans 6, verses 2, 6, and 8, that we "died with Christ," and as a result of His death we "died to sin." Our old sin nature was crucified with Him, that the body of sin might be destroyed."
In addition to being identified with Him in His death, we are also associated with Him in His resurrection.
"That like as Christ was raised up from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life. For if we have been planted together in the likeness of His death, we shall be also in the likeness of His resurrection." (Romans 6:4-5)
Romans 6:8 teaches that since we died with Christ we shall also "live with Him." Colossians 3:4 declares that Christ "is our life."
Finally, we are identified with Christ in His ascension. This fact is brought out in Ephesians 2:5-6 which teaches that we were made alive with Christ, raised with Christ, and seated with Christ in the heavenlies. Philippians 3:20 proclaims that our conversation, or our citizenship, is in heaven.
As a result of being identified with Christ in His finished work on Calvary, God sees us "in Christ" (Ephesians 1:3-11). We are holy and righteous in God's sight because of Christ's righteousness. 2 Corinthians 5:21 declares that we have been made "the righteousness of God in Him." 1 Corinthians 1:30 says that Christ is "made unto us wisdom, and righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption."
Positionally, we are already conformed to the image of our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ, and through Him we have access to and fellowship with the Father (Ephesians 2:18).
Practical Conformance
Even though positionally we are conformed to the image of Christ, practically, we do not always conform to the image of Christ in our daily walk.
We have been given a new nature which is conformed to His image, but we retain our old nature which is corrupt because of sin. We can choose to yield to either of the two natures. When we yield to the new nature, we are conformed to the image of Christ, "who is our life" (Colossians 3:4). When we yield to the old nature, it is impossible for us to be conformed to the image of Christ. This is why Paul admonishes us in Romans 12:2 to "be not conformed to this world, but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind."
Whereas positional conformance is a one-time occurrence, practical conformance must occur on a daily basis. There are three areas of concern if we are to be conformed to the image of Christ in our daily lives:
Colossians 3:1-4 admonishes us to set our "affection on things above, not on things on the earth." The word "affection" refers to the mind. Our thoughts and interests are to be centered upon heavenly things rather than earthly things.
Philippians 2:5 encourages us to "let this mind be in you which was also in Christ Jesus." Having the mind of Christ involves having the same attitude that Christ exhibited while here on earth. Verses 6-8 emphasize Jesus' attitude of service, humility, and obedience.
Ephesians 4:32 teaches us to have an attitude of kindness, tenderness of heart, and forgiveness; the same attitude which God manifested in sending the Lord Jesus to die on the cross for our sins.
Appropriation means utilizing or taking advantage of what Christ has already accomplished for us. Romans 6:11-13 indicates there are two things we must do to experience victory over sin in our lives: reckon and yield. Paul says to "reckon yourselves to be dead indeed unto sin, but alive unto God, through Jesus Christ our Lord." The word "reckon" means to count something as true. We must trust in the fact that we died with Christ on the cross and are therefore dead to sin. Our old nature was crucified with Christ, therefore sin no longer has dominion over us.
Paul further admonishes us to "yield yourselves unto God as those that are alive from the dead." The word "yield" means to present yourself unto God. This is an act of faith whereby we put ourselves completely in God's hands.
Victory over sin in our daily lives is possible, but it is not gained through our own strength or efforts. It is only accomplished when we put our complete trust in the finished work of the Lord Jesus Christ and allow Him to live through us. Paul's personal testimony was,
"I am crucified with Christ: nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me: and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me, and gave Himself for me." (Galatians 2:20)
Perfect Conformance
As believers in Christ we look forward to the day when we will be perfectly conformed to His image. Titus 2:13 refers to this event as "our blessed hope." While we remain upon this earth in our bodies of flesh, we retain our old sin nature and it is impossible for us to be completely conformed to the image of a holy and righteous God.
In 1 Corinthians 15:49, Paul states that "as we have borne the image of the earthy, we shall also bear the image of the heavenly." Verses 51-53 further state that one day "we shall all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye." Our bodies, which have been corrupted by sin and subjected to physical death, shall be made incorruptible and immortal.
The event spoken of in 1 Corinthians 15 is the rapture; the day in which the Lord Jesus will return to catch His church up into glory. When this future event occurs, all believers will be perfectly conformed to the image of the Saviour. Philippians 3:20-21 declares that our bodies of humiliation will be fashioned like the body of His glory. 1 John 3:1-2 teaches that "when He shall appear, we shall be like Him; for we shall see Him as He is."
When we are finally with the Lord in glory, then God's purpose for our lives will be completely fulfilled. We will truly be "conformed to the image of His Son."
The End of the World
By Gregg Bing
"Tell us, when shall these things be? and what shall be the sign of Thy coming, and of the end of the world? And Jesus answered and said unto them, Take heed that no man deceive you. For many shall come in My name, saying, I am Christ; and shall deceive many. And ye shall hear of wars and rumors of wars: see that ye be not troubled: for all these things must come to pass, but the end is not yet. For nation shall rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom: and there shall be famines, and pestilences, and earthquakes, in divers places. All these are the beginning of sorrows." (Matthew 24:3-8)
Jesus' disciples asked Him these questions after He foretold the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem. These same questions are being asked by people today, especially in light of the current situation in the Middle East. People want to know when end time events will occur. They want to know the signs that will indicate that end time events are near.
Notice the "signs" that Jesus said would mark the "beginning of sorrows:" false Christs, wars and rumors of wars, nation rising against nation, famines, pestilences (diseases), and earthquakes in different places. Many modern day "theologians" believe that current events are proof that we are approaching the end of the world. While we certainly do see these disasters taking place today, the key question is, Are current day events the fulfillment of the "signs" Jesus spoke of in Matthew 24? Are we about to experience
The End of the World?
What were the disciples concerned about when they questioned Jesus about "the end of the world?" Many believe this expression refers to the destruction of the earth itself as described in II Peter 3:10-13, where it is said that the earth will "melt with fervent heat." Some go so far as to say that this will result from a nuclear war. But, the word for "world" in Matthew 24:3 is not the Greek word "kosmos," which refers to the earth or the people of the earth. The Greek word used here is "aion," which refers to a period of time or an age. The disciples were not asking about the physical destruction of the earth. They were looking for signs of the end of the age in which they were living.
The word "end" is also significant in understanding this passage. There are four occurrences of the word "end" used (vs. 3, 6, 13, 14), but there are two different Greek words used. In verse 3, the Greek word for "end" is "sunteleia," which means a period of time, as opposed to a single event. The disciples' were asking about signs that would occur during the "last days" of the age, as opposed to the single event which would mark the end of the age. Jesus describes the events of the end period of the age in verses 4 through 31 of Matthew 24.
In verses 6, 13, and 14, Jesus makes reference to "the end" of the age, but He uses the Greek word "telos," which means a single point in time, not a prolonged period. Jesus teaches that before the end point of the age, certain events must occur. These include "the beginning of sorrows" (vs. 6-8), the affliction and martyrdom of the apostles (vs. 9- 13), the preaching of the gospel of the kingdom in all the world (vs. 14), the setting up of the abomination of desolation spoken of by Daniel the prophet (vs. 15) which marks the beginning of the tribulation of Israel (vs. 16-22), the working of great signs and wonders by false Christs and false prophets (vs. 23-26), the gathering of eagles to feed on the carcases of men (vs. 28), visible signs in heaven above and in the earth beneath (vs. 29), and finally the Son of Man seen coming in the clouds (vs. 27,30).
It is this coming of Christ which marks the end point of the age in question. This leads us to ask,
Which Coming of Christ?
What did the disciples have in mind when they asked about the signs of Christ's coming? Please note the following facts about this coming:
When we compare the coming described here with the truth of the mystery revealed to the apostle Paul, we can clearly see that this coming is NOT the coming of Christ for His church (I Cor. 15:51-57; I Thess. 4:13-5:11; Col. 3:4; Titus 2:11-13; Phil. 3:20-21). It is Christ's coming back to earth to establish His millennial kingdom.
The final question to be answered is in regard to the "age" the disciples questioned Jesus about and which He described to them in Matthew 24.
Which Age is This?
The answer becomes very clear if we objectively consider the following facts:
The age that is described here is not the present age of grace in which we live. It is the age of God's dealings with Israel. This age has been partially fulfilled (during the Old Testament, the gospels period, and the Acts period), but has currently been suspended during the present age of grace. Today, God is dealing with His church, the body of Christ.
God clearly tells us that His plan and purpose for His church today was a "mystery" or secret NOT made known in other ages (Eph. 3:1- 5). Therefore, it was NOT the subject of Old Testament prophecy. It was NOT made known by the Lord Jesus during His earthly ministry. It was NOT made known during the early portion of the book of Acts. It remained a "secret" until it was revealed to and through the apostle Paul (Eph. 3:1-9; Col. 1:25-27).
The "signs" described in Matthew 24 are not associated with the age of grace, but with the "last days" of the Jewish age. The events described will result in the fulfillment of God's promises to Israel, but they will not resume until God has completed His dealings with His church of today.
Conclusions
Having considered all this, we conclude that we cannot apply prophecies of a future age to our present age of grace. To do so only causes confusion. We cannot take promises and prophecies for the nation of Israel and apply them to the church, the body of Christ. God clearly has different plans and purposes for these two groups and we must see these distinctions.
God's plan for ISRAEL was the subject of PROPHECY. Its fulfillment is still in the FUTURE and will be culminated by the coming of Christ back to EARTH to establish His KINGDOM.
God's plan for the CHURCH was a MYSTERY. It is being fulfilled in the PRESENT and will be brought to a close by the coming of Christ in the AIR to take His saints to be with Him in GLORY.
While it is true that present day events are not the fulfillment of the "signs" of Matthew 24, we do know that each passing day brings us closer to the coming of Christ for His church. We don't know the exact time of His coming and there are no specific "signs" to indicate that it is near. It could happen at any moment. This is why Paul encourages us to "walk circumspectly (carefully) ... redeeming the time ... understanding what the will of the Lord is" (Eph. 5:15-17). We need to use every moment we have to proclaim the "gospel of Jesus Christ" to a lost and dying world; to let people know that "Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures; and that He was buried, and that He rose again the third day according to the Scriptures" (I Cor. 15:3-4) and that "whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life" (John 3:16).
To understand what we see happening in our world today, we need to pay more attention to the REVELATIONS in God's Word and less attention to the SPECULATIONS of men's minds.
What Christmas is All About
By Gregg Bing
One of the most memorable of the Christmas movies is "A Charlie Brown Christmas." As Christmas approaches, Charlie Brown finds himself depressed. It seems everything about this wonderful holiday has become too commercialized. His sister, his friends, even his dog, only seem interested in Christmas trees and decorations, getting presents, and just having a good time. In an attempt to help Charlie Brown get the Christmas feeling back, he is asked to direct the Christmas play. No one really seems interested in doing the play, so Charlie Brown is sent to buy a Christmas tree to help bolster their spirits. When he returns with a rather small and pathetic looking Christmas tree, everyone gives him a hard time. In great frustration Charlie Brown asks, "Isn't there anyone who knows what Christmas is all about?"
Linus, his security blanket in his hands, walks to the center of the stage, asks for a spotlight, and then recites the following passage from Luke 2:8-14:
"And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the field, keeping watch over their flock by night. And, lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone round about them: and they were sore afraid. And the angel said unto them, 'Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people. For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Saviour, which is Christ the Lord. And this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger.' And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God, and saying, 'Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will toward men.'"
When he finishes, Linus walks over to Charlie Brown and says, "That's what Christmas is all about, Charlie Brown."
The angel of the Lord announced to the shepherds glad tidings that would bring great joy to all people, "Unto you is born ... a Savior, which is Christ the Lord"—this is what Christmas is all about!
Most people focus on the celebrations, the festivities, the lights, the gifts, etc. Those who do think about the birth of Jesus never see Him beyond the babe in the manger, but there is so much more to this wonderful person than just His birth. He was the Christ, Israel's promised Messiah and King. This should have been good news to the people of Israel, but they rejected Him and refused to have Him reign over them. But, He was even more than just the Christ; He was the Lord. The angel had appeared earlier to Joseph, while he was still in Nazareth, and declared that the child to be born of Mary, his wife, would be called Emmanuel, meaning "God with us." This, too, should have been glorious news to Israel, but they "did not know the time of their visitation" (Luke 19:44), the time when God would become flesh and dwell among them (John 1:14). The greatest news was that the child born that night was a Savior, not just for the nation of Israel, but for all people.
The angel of the Lord did not announce the birth of a Teacher. The Lord Jesus was certainly the greatest teacher who ever lived, but He did not come just to teach people how to live (i.e. the Sermon on the Mount). The angel of the Lord did not announce the birth of a Role Model. Though the life of Christ was the greatest life ever lived and, in many ways, provides a wonderful example for us to follow (Phil. 2:5-8), He did not come just to show us how to live. The angel of the Lord did not announce the birth of a Prophet. God certainly spoke through His Son (Heb. 1:1-3, John 1:18), yet Jesus did not come just to reveal the person and purpose of God. The angel of the Lord announced the birth of a Savior, but what did this really mean and how would Jesus accomplish this work?
Israel's Deliverer
Israel knew from the Old Testament Scriptures that the Christ was anointed of God to be their King and that He would save (or deliver) them from their enemies and bring them peace, safety, and rest in the land promised to Abraham. The prophecy given to Zacharias, the father of John the Baptist, confirmed that Jesus was raised up to be this "horn of salvation."
"Blessed is the Lord God of Israel, for He has visited and redeemed His people, and has raised up a horn of salvation for us in the house of His servant David, as He spoke by the mouth of His holy prophets, who have been since the world began, that we should be saved from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us, to perform the mercy promised to our fathers and to remember His holy covenant, the oath which He swore to our father Abraham: to grant us that we, being delivered from the hand of our enemies, might serve Him without fear, in holiness and righteousness before Him all the days of our life." (Luke 1:67-75)
The words spoken to Mary by the angel, Gabriel, also confirm the child born to her would one day sit upon the throne of David and be Israel's King.
"And behold, you will conceive in your womb and bring forth a Son, and shall call His name JESUS. He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Highest; and the Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David. And He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of His kingdom there will be no end." (Luke 1:31-33)
No doubt this was the type of Savior most of the Jews were looking for in Jesus' day. A man named Simeon, a just and devout man, was "waiting for the Consolation of Israel." He had been told by the Holy Spirit that "he would not see death before he had seen the Lord's Christ." When the child Jesus was brought to the temple at eight days old, Simeon took the Child in his arms and blessed God and said:
"Lord, now You are letting Your servant depart in peace, according to Your word; for my eyes have seen Your salvation which You have prepared before the face of all peoples, a light to bring revelation to the Gentiles, and the glory of Your people Israel." (Luke 2:29-32)
Suffering Savior
While the Old Testament Scriptures clearly spoke of the coming Christ as a glorious and powerful King, they also presented a very different picture of Israel's promised Messiah, one that even the prophets themselves puzzled over.
"Of this salvation the prophets have inquired and searched carefully, who prophesied of the grace that would come to you, searching what, or what manner of time, the Spirit of Christ who was in them was indicating when He testified beforehand the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow." (1 Peter 1:10-11)
Before the Christ would come in power and great glory to redeem His people Israel from their bondage to other nations and restore them to peace and safety in their land, He must first suffer and die! Why? To deal with the issue of sin, that which separates all men from God. The entrance of sin into the world (Genesis 3) resulted in the death of all men (Rom. 5:12), for the wages of sin is death (Rom. 6:23). All men, being sinners, not only die physically, they also die spiritually; they are separated from a holy God because of their sins. In order for sinful men to be reconciled to God, their sins had to be dealt with in a righteous and holy way. This is what Jesus came to do. Before the Child was born, the angel of the Lord told Joseph: "You shall call His name JESUS, for He will save His people from their sins" (Matt. 1:21).
When we take another look at the prophecy given through Zacharias, he spoke of this issue of men's sins. Zacharias said of his son, John:
"And you, child, will be called the prophet of the Highest; for you will go before the face of the Lord to prepare His ways, to give knowledge of salvation to His people by the remission of their sins, through the tender mercy of our God, with which the Dayspring from on high has visited us; to give light to those who sit in darkness and the shadow of death, to guide our feet into the way of peace." (Luke 1:76-79)
John the Baptist was used of God to give the "knowledge of salvation to His people," Israel. This salvation was not just deliverance from their enemies; it was provision for "the remission (forgiveness) of their sins." Out of God's "tender mercy" He sent "the Dayspring from on high" to "visit" His people and to guide their feet into "the way of peace," not just peace from their enemies, but peace with God.
This salvation from their sins was to be accomplished through the sufferings of the Christ. Going back to the account of Simeon's blessing as he held the child Jesus in his arms there in the temple, we find that he spoke not only of seeing the Lord's salvation, but he also alluded to the sufferings Jesus would one day go through.
"Then Simeon blessed them, and said to Mary His mother, 'Behold, this Child is destined for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign which will be spoken against (yes, a sword will pierce through your own soul also), that the thoughts of many hearts may be revealed.'" (Luke 2:34-35)
Mary was told that her Child was "destined for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign which will be spoken against." He also told her: "yes, a sword will pierce through your own soul also." No doubt this refers to Jesus' rejection by that evil generation, His subsequent death by crucifixion, and the agony that must have pierced through the soul of His mother as she watched Him on that cross.
The cross was God's way of dealing with the sins of the world. The babe who was laid in that manger was God's only Son. He came into this world to give His life a ransom for the sins of all people (1 Tim. 2:6). Peter described it this way:
"For Christ also suffered once for sins, the Just for the unjust, that He might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive by the Spirit." (1 Pet. 3:18)
At Christmas, the thoughts of most people are on gifts, both giving and receiving, but few understand that God's Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, was the greatest gift ever given.
"For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord." (Rom. 6:23)
Eternal life—This truly is "good tidings of great joy." And God makes this gift available to all people, but it must be received. How do we receive God's gift? That simple verse of Scripture, John 3:16, makes it so plain.
"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."
We receive God's gift of eternal life by faith; not by doing good works, not by joining a church, not by shaking a preacher's hand, but by simple faith in Jesus Christ and His finished work on the cross of Calvary for our sins.
"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." (Eph. 2:8-9)
What about you? Have you received this wonderful gift? Have you trusted in the Lord Jesus Christ as your personal Savior? As Linus told Charlie Brown,
"That's what Christmas is all about!"
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