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What Is Christian
Conversion?

hat does it mean to be converted? By the
middle of the 20th century hundreds of mil-
lions of people had been palitically converted
to the atheistic way of life promoted by the
Communist Party. The widespread adoption and conver-
sion to communism’'s socid and political ideads madeiit
one of the most powerful belief systlemsin history. But
conversion to that belief system led people away from
God rather than drawing them to Him.

This should teach us alesson: Not al conversons are
God-ingpired. Zedlous advocates of amogt al ideologies,
philosophies and rdligions regularly attempt to convert
othersto their own way of thinking.

Wanting to convert others to a different way of life
can be a noble aspiration. But who has the right or the
authority to decide which way of lifeis best?

That right belongs exclusively to the Creator God.

As our Maker, He alone can determine the standards we
must follow if we are to live in peace and harmony with
each other.

GOD’'S COMMITMENT

TO CHANGE OUR NATURE

God very much wants us to become converted—to be
one of His converts. He wants us not only to learn but to
practice His way of life—to become sincerely and thor-
oughly committed to it. He promises us His help if we
willingly follow Hisingructions. Through His Spirit He
will empower usto “ put on the new man which [is] cre-
ated according to God, in true righteousness and holi-
ness’ (Ephesians 4:24, emphasis added throughout). His
purpose is to change us, to convert us fromthe inside,
fromthe heart.

When one addressed Jesus Christ as “ Good Teacher,”
He responded: “Why do you call Me good? No one
isgood but One, that is, God” (Matthew 19:16-17).

His point was that God is the only source of righteous
character, not that something was wrong with Jesus
own character.

If we are not naturally good, then how do we become
righteous in the eyes of God? Jesus supplies the answer:
“Those who are well have no need of aphysician, but
those who are sick. | did not cometo call the righteous,
but sinners, to repentance”’ (Mark 2:17).

The Bible explains why mankind so desperately needs
spiritud healing. It dso explains how that healing can
come about. It reveals God's efforts to hedl the character
defects we generally label as human nature. It begins by
showing how humanity became spiritualy ill. It ends with
spiritualy healed human beings inheriting eternd life as
the children of God.

In the Bible we find details of God's resolve to save us
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from the spiritual malaise that has plagued us throughout
history. It explains the source of our behavioral and spiri-
tual problems. It contrasts God's divine nature with our
human nature and describes His plan to change some of
our most basic attitudes and responses to life's everyday
situations. It reveals God's commitment—expressed in His
“exceedingly great and precious promises’—to make us
“partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4).

Two major factors shape dl that iswrong with human
nature. First is the fundamental weakness inherent in our
fleshly body and mind. Our thoughts and emotions are
directly linked to our fleshly impulses and desires. We
are born with them. But we are born with neither the
knowledge nor the power to properly manage them.

Second, our natural impulses and desires are often
affected and even manipulated by external pressures.
Adverse influences arise from many sources—familid,
educationd, recreationd, culturd and spiritual, to name a
few. But they have one thing in common: They tempt our
basic ingtincts and desires.

Our parents can teach us vauable spiritual knowl-
edge, especidly if their understanding is based on the
standards and values of God. But only our Creator can
give us the power to rightly manage our thoughts and
attitudes and resist the temptations that bombard us.
Therefore the process of becoming righteousisa
miraculous process that requires the direct and active
intervention of God.

First He cdls us by opening our minds to understand
the Scriptures. Then He begins turning our lives around
—if wewillingly respond to His calling and cooperate
with Him.

WHAT IS CONVERSION?

Theword conversion, aswe useit in religious circles
today, usudly implies the acceptance of ardligious belief

A Reminder

s we suggested in previous lessons, we encourage
you to look up, inyour own Bible, all the scriptural
references mentioned but not directly quoted in this
lesson. We include them for your benefit, to add to
your understanding of this crucial subject. You can also
enhance your understanding by looking up the scrip-
tural references that are quoted in the lesson. This will
help you build the habit of learning how each passage
is used in its original context. If you have questions not
answered in the lesson, you may contact us either
through E-mail or the postal system. Members of our
staff will do their best to answer them.
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system. But the fundamental biblical meaning is*“to turn”
—usudly to turn to God.

This, of course, brings up acrucia question: What do
we turn away from when we to turn to God; what do we
st agde when we are converted? Or, in different words,
why do we need converson? What separates us from God
inthefirst place?

The prophet Isaiah gives us the answer: “Behold, the
Lorp’s hand is not shortened, that it cannot save; nor His
ear heavy, that it cannot hear. But your iniquities have
separated you from your God; and your sins have hidden
Hisface from you, so that He will not hear” (Isaiah 59:1-
2). The gpostle John adds: “If we say that we have no sin,
we deceive oursalves . . " (1 John 1:8). To receive bless-
ings and other help from God, we must turn to Him—
recognizing and turning from our sins.

Jesus commissioned the gpostle Paul to go to the gen-
tilesand “open their eyes, in order to turn them from
darknessto light, and from the power of Satan to God,
that they may receive forgiveness of sinsand an inheri-
tance among those who are sanctified by faith in M€’
(Acts 26:18). Chrigt’s ingtruction to Paul provides uswith
abrief outline of how converts are added to His spiritual
body, “the church of God” (1 Corinthians 1:2). Each new
convert must turn away from Satan’'s ways by turning to
the ways of God. Each must accept and respond to God's
terms and conditions for the forgiveness of sin.

In this lesson we examine the process by which our
lives can be turned to God—the process of conversion. We
will learn what Peter meant when he exhorted his country-
men, “ Repent therefore and be converted, that your Sins
may be blotted out . . " (Acts 3:19). We examine how,
beginning with repentance, new converts can turn from
alife of sn to become servants of the living God.

WHAT IS SIN?

Throughout this course we see that God explains
what sinis. But now we will see that the Scriptures give
us an even broader view of sin than we have aready
encountered. So we begin thislesson by examining the
aspects of sin most commonly referred to in the Bible.
At the same time we will learn why we sin so we can
better understand the necessity of the conversion
process. We will then proceed to the other aspects
of repentance, baptism and conversion.

How doesthe Bible definesin in itsmost direct form?

“Whoever commits sin also commits lawlessness,
and snislanMessness’ (1 John 3:4).

God'slaw defines the difference between right and
wrong, between sin and righteousness. As Paul explained,
“by the law is the knowledge of sin” (Romans 3:20).

What isthe core of God’slaw?

“ And [God] wrote on the tablets.. . . the Ten Com+
mandments, which the Lorp had spoken to you in the
mountain fromthe midst of the firein the day of the
assembly; and the Lorp gave themto [Moses]”
(Deuteronomy 10:4).

All of Scripture’'s commands and other laws are based
on the principles contained in the Ten Commandments—
and the Ten Commandments are based on the two great
areas of love that reflect God's character (Matthew 22:37-
40; compare 1 John 4:8, 16; Romans 13:9-10).

Sinisbehaving in amanner that does not show love
to God or to our neighbor. It harms others aswell as our-
selves. It isespecialy destructive to our relationships with
each other and God.

(For afuller explanation of the damage caused by
breaking God's commandments, and the benefits we resp
from keeping them, be sure to request your free copy of
the booklet The Ten Commandments.)

What must we do first to be converted?

“. .. If awicked man turns fromall his sinswhich
he has committed, keeps all My statutes, and does
what is lawful and right, he shall surely live. . .”
(Ezekiel 18:21).

To be converted—to turn away from sin and receive
God'sforgiveness and the Holy Spirit—we must stop
tranggressing His laws and start devel oping habits of
righteousness through obedience to them. “Again, when
| say to the wicked, ‘ You shall surely die; if he turnsfrom
his sin and does what is lawful and right, if the wicked
restores the pledge, gives back what he has solen, and
walks in the statutes of life without committing iniquity,
he shal surely live; he shal not die. None of hissins
which he has committed shall be remembered against
him; he has done what islawful and right; he shall surely
live" (Ezekiel 33:14-16).

How widespread issin?

“ Asit iswritten: ‘ Thereis none righteous, no, not
one; there is none who understands; thereis none
who seeks after God. They have all turned aside;
they have together become unprofitable; thereis
none who does good, no, not one” (Romans 3:10-
12; compare verse 23).

The Bible tells us that we al have yielded to the
lusts and selfishness of human nature and have violated
God'slaws.

Let’s consider both how the Bible portrays various
aspects of sin and, at the same time, explains why we sin.

Are some sinsmore easily recognized than others?

“ The acts of the sinful nature are obvious. sexual
immorality, impurity and debauchery; idolatry and
witcheraft; hatred, discord, jealousy, fits of rage, self-
ish ambition, dissensions, factions and envy; drunk-
enness, orgies, and the like. | warn you, as| did
before, that those who live like thiswill not inherit
the kingdom of God” (Galatians 5:19-21, NIV).

Almost everyone understands that outrageoudy aggres-
sive, hogtile and sdlf-indulgent behavior is harmful. But
not everyone clearly seesthe source of such behavior.
Therefore some aspects of Sin are not as obvious as those
Paul described to the Galatians.

What Is Christian Conversion? 3



Where does sin begin?

“ But those things which proceed out of the mouth
come forth from the heart, and they defile the man.
For out of the heart proceed evil thoughts. . .”
(Matthew 15:18-19).

Sin beginsin our minds. It starts with harmful
thoughts, desires and attitudes. Paul tells us that “we
all once conducted ourselves in the lusts of our flesh,
fulfilling the desires of the flesh and of the mind, and
were by nature children of wrath, just as the others’
(Ephesians 2:3; compare Romans 1:28-32; Gdatians
5:24; Colossians 3:5-9).

Does Jesus give clear examples of such sins?

“But | say to you that whoever is angry with his
brother without a cause shall bein danger of the
judgment. And whoever saysto his brother, ‘ Racal’
shall bein danger of the council. But whoever
says, ‘You fool!” shall be in danger of hell fire’
(Matthew 5:22).

“He answered and said to them, ‘W&l did Isaiah
prophesy of you hypocrites, asit iswritten: “ This
people honors Me with their lips, but their heart is
far fromMe""” (Mark 7:6)

“But | say to you that whoever looks at a woman to
lust for her has already committed adultery with her
in hisheart” (Matthew 5:28).

Disobedience to God's laws aways begins in the mind.

Jesus cited the evils of anger, hypocrisy and lust to illus-
trate this principle. The apostle Peter likewise understood
that sinisthe product of corrupted thinking. When rebuk-
ing Simon the sorcerer, Peter advised him, “ Repent there-
fore of this your wickedness, and pray God if perhapsthe
thought of your heart may be forgiven you” (Acts 8:22;
compare Psalm 81:11-13).

Isit asin for usto defile our conscience?

“ Now the purpose of the commandment islove froma
pure heart, from a good conscience, and from sincere
faith” (1 Timothy 1:5).

“... Whatever isnot fromfaithissin” (Romans 14:23).

Our conscience is merely what we believe to be right
or wrong, whether it is or not. When we violate our con-
science, we are doing something we think we shouldn't,
and thus are compromising with we whet think is wrong.
Paul saysthat this, too, issin.

We stress that no one is born automatically knowing
right from wrong. As we have dready seen in this Bible
Sudy Course, an understanding of right and wrong
comes from knowing God's law. That knowledge
becomes a part of our conscience. If we act contrary to
that knowledge, in letter or in spirit, we sin. The apostle
Paul also warned: “Now the Spirit expressy saysthat in
latter times some will depart from the faith, giving heed
to deceiving spirits and doctrines of demons, speaking
liesin hypocrisy, having their own conscience seared
with a hot iron” (1 Timothy 4:1-2). If we continueto sin
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when we know better, we run the risk of “searing” our
conscience so we become less sensitive to sin and thus
hardened toward God.

Isit possible to see our selves as more righteous than
we are?

“ Also He spoke this parable to some who trusted
in themselves that they were righteous, and despised
others’ (Luke 18:9).

In the parable that begins with the next versein Luke's
Gospd, Jesus describes two men, each of whom looks at
himself quite differently. Jesusillustrates thet it is easy for
one to consider himsalf righteous when heis not. “ Two
men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the
other atax collector. The Pharisee stood and prayed thus
with himself, *God, | thank You that | am not like other
men—extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even asthistax
collector. | fast twice aweek; | givetithesof al that | pos-
sess’ And the tax collector, standing afar off, would not so
much as raise his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, say-
ing, ‘God, be merciful to measinner!”” (Luke 18:10-13).

The Pharisee, amember of arespected religious body,
observed the outward requirements of the law. He
appeared righteous to others, but he entirely missed the
overdl purpose of so many of God's laws—loving and
respecting one's fellowman. In his heart he still despised
other people. He pointed to his outward obedience to
exat himself over others rather than cultivating red love
for them.

In contragt, the tax collector, a member of a despised
profession that was notorious for chesting people, could
see that he had been sinning. He came to God repentarnt,
seeking His merciful forgiveness so he could begin his
life anew. Jesus concluded His parable by saying, “1 tell
you, this man went down to his house justified rather than
the other; for everyone who exalts himsdf will be hum-
bled, and he who humbles himsdlf will be exalted” (verse
14). Only those who humble themselves enough to recog-
nize their sinful attitudes, desires and motives can find
true repentance. Those who remain righteous in their
own eyes remain spiritualy blinded.

OUR SINFUL NATURE

What within usleadsusto sin?

“Themind of snful man isdeath . . . ; the sinful
mind is hogtile to God. It does not submit to God's
law, nor can it do so. Those controlled by the sinful
nature cannot please God” (Romans 8:6-8, NIV,
compare Titus 1:15; Isaiah 55:7-8).

As human beings, we prefer to do things our awn way.
Asaresult we can easily develop, either conscioudy or
unconscioudy, resentment toward God's authority over
us (Colossians 1:21). Thisis especidly true when His
ingtruction forbids us to do as we wish.

[t then becomes easy for us to convert, usualy uncon-
scioudly, our resentments—our underlying hostility
toward what we may perceive as God's unnecessary inter-
ference in our affairs—into an active resstance to His



commands. We smply begin to ignore some of Hislaws
or reinterpret them to fit our own views. Thisis how our
sinful nature, more commonly called human nature,
works. These wrong attitudes begin in our minds.

We usually disguise resentful and disobedient atti-
tudes to such an extent that we deceive ourselvesinto
believing they do not exist. As Jeremiah observed: “ The
heart is more deceitful than al else and is desperately
sick; who can understand it?’ (Jeremiah 17:9, New
American Standard Bible). We easily deceive ourselves
into believing we are doing nothing wrong. That is
why the Scripturestell us, “ There isaway that seems
right to aman, but in the end it leads to death” (Prov-
erbs 14:12, NIV). We blind ourselves to the seriousness
of our own sins.

Everyone must face the problem of asinful, deceitful
mind. There are no exceptions. Resistance to God's
ingtructions begins in our thoughts and attitudes. We have
al sinned. We are dl guilty.

Did Paul acknowledge his sinful nature?

“For we know that the law is spiritual; but | am of
the flesh, sold into davery under sin. | do not under-
stand my own actions. For | do not do what | want,
but | do the very thing | hate. Now if | do what | do
not want, | agree that the law isgood. But in fact it is
no longer | that do it, but sin that dwells within me’
(Romans 7:14-17, New Revised Standard \Version).

Paul well understood his human nature—how deceit-
ful it could be. As ayoung Jewish boy he had been
taught to do what isright. In line with his early training,
he was exceptionally sincere. Yet, when Christ opened
his mind to see himself as he really was, he recognized

he had deceived himsdlf about his own righteousness.
He could see he had sinned in many ways, both in action
and attitude.

He concluded: “For | know that nothing good dwells
within me, that is, within my flesh. | can will what is
right, but | cannot do it. For | do not do the good | want,
but the evil | do not want iswhat | do. Now if | do what
| do not want, it isno longer | that do it, but sin that
dwellswithin me. So | find it to be alaw that when
| want to do what is good, evil lies close a hand”
(verses 18-21, NRSV).

Paul had not deliberately chosen to sin. Nevertheless,
he could look back on hislife and recognize that many
things he had done were indeed sinful, though at the time
he hadn’t grasped that they were wrong and contrary to
God'swill. In describing his blindnessto his own sinful
actions and his weaknessin ressting sin, he is describing
every one of us.

Must we recognize our sinsand deal with them?

“ If we say that we have no sin, we deceive our-
selves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our
sins, Heisfaithful and just to forgive us our sins
and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness. If we
say that we have not sinned, we make Him a liar,
and Hisword isnotinus’ (1 John 1:8-10; compare
James 1:13-15).

One of our great chalenges is to recognize that our
attitudes and actions often are not right in God's sight.
We can convince ourselves that our own ways are fair
and just. But to be truly converted—to wholeheartedly
turn to God—we must carefully and willingly examine
our own motives. We must recognize we are al too

he Hebrew and Greek words translated “sin”

throughout the Bible focus largely on two concepts.
The first is transgression.

To transgress means “to step across” or “to go beyond
aset boundary or limit.” This concept can be compared to
an athletic playing field with lines delineating the bound-
aries within which the game is played. When a player
crosses over those boundary lines, he has committed a
“transgression” and gone out of bounds. Limits are set
that define the playing area, and the players are to stay
within the limits of that area.

Most of the other words translated “sin” in the Bible
involve a second concept, “to miss the mark.” Again, to
use a sports analogy, if a player aims for the goal and
misses, how many points does he get? None. He missed
the goal; he missed the mark he was aiming at.

This view of sin includes the concept of our going in
one direction but straying off course and not continuing
in the intended direction, with the result that we don’t
make it to the goal. We miss.

This concept also encompasses the idea of failing to
measure up to a standard. For example, most academic
courses and tests are graded according to a minimum

The Bible’s Broader Concepts of Sin

standard. If we don't meet that standard, we fail that test
or course. By not meeting that standard we “miss the
mark"” and don’t pass.

Both of these concepts, transgressing and missing the
mark, involve basic requirements. If we transgress, if we
cross set boundaries or limits, then we must have bound-
aries or limits to cross over. If we miss the mark we must
have a mark, target or standard to miss. Sin, then, is to
transgress the boundaries God has set for us, to miss the
target He has established.

This is where the biblical definitions of sin become
important—because these scriptures define the bound-
aries and standards God sets for us. They define the playing
field on which we are to live. They also define the goals we
are to aim for, the minimum standards we are expected to
meet. In other words, the biblical definitions of sin show us
the standards God has given us that define what is accept-
able to Him and what isn‘t acceptable. They show us what
measures up and what falls short of those standards, the
fundamental principles God has given us to live by.

The definitions of sin in the Bible are not simply arbitrary
dos and don'ts. Instead, they show us the way God wants
us to live, the spiritual principles that reflect His character.

What Is Christian Conversion? 5
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susceptible to desires that channel our thinking down the
pathways of sin.

Jesus explained that our priorities—what is most
important to us—usualy determine our actions. He cited
the common problem of greed as an example: “*No ser-
vant can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one
and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and
despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money.!
The Pharisees, who loved money, heard dl this and were
sneering at Jesus. He said to them, * You are the oneswho
justify yourselves in the eyes of men, but God knows your
hearts. What is highly valued among men is detestablein
God'ssight'” (Luke 16:13-15, NIV).

What we cherish the most determines how we
behave. When our values are flawed we look for ways
to justify our views and behavior, deceiving ourselves
(James 1:22-24).

What isa common sdlf-deception?

“ He answered and said to them, ‘I did Isaiah
prophesy of you hypocrites, asit iswritten: “ This
people honors Me with their lips, but their heart is
far from Me. And in vain they worship Me, teaching
as doctrines the commandments of men.” For laying
asde the commandment of God, you hold the tradi-
tion of men . .. All too well you reject the command-
ment of God, that you may keep your tradition’”
(Mark 7:6-9; compare Colossians 2:8).

Traditions not solidly based on God's principles and
laws often provide us with easy excusesto sin. Since
amost everybody €lse practices them, we reason, how
could they be wrong?

But many times they are wrong. Jesus showed that
common religious traditions, while outwardly appearing
righteous, in reality can be disguising sin. “For God said,
“Honor your father and mother’ and ‘Anyone who curses

his father or mother must be put to deeth.” But you say
that if aman saysto hisfather or mother, ‘Whatever help
you might otherwise have received from meis a gift
devoted to God,’ heis not to ‘honour his father” withit.
Thus you nullify the word of God for the sake of your
tradition” (Matthew 15:4-6, NIV).

One of the reasons Christ died for uswas to pay our
penalty for following traditions contrary to the Scriptures.
The apodtle Peter confirmsthis. “. . . Conduct yourselves
throughout the time of your stay here in fear; knowing
that you were not redeemed with corruptible things, like
silver or gold, fromyour aimless conduct received by tra-
dition from your fathers, but with the precious blood of
Chrig, as of alamb without blemish and without spot”

(1 Peter 1:17-19). It isimportant that we examine the tra:
ditions we follow to be sure they are not in conflict with
the Word of God.

HOW WE ARE TEMPTED

What, outside of the pulls of our flesh, is most
responsible for tempting usto sin?

“But Peter said, ‘ Ananias, why has Satan filled your
heart to lieto the Holy Spirit . . . 7 (Acts 5:3).

“ And these are the ones by the wayside where the
word is sown. When they hear, Satan comes immedi-
ately and takes away the word that was sown in their
hearts’ (Mark 4:15).

“ For some have already turned aside after Satan”
(1 Timothy 5:15).

The Scriptures sometimes refer to Satan as the
“tempter” (Matthew 4:3). Heis a master at tempting
usto yield to our weaknesses and selfish desires
(Ephesians 2:1-3).

Paul cautioned Christians, having turned from Satan’s

he Scriptures reveal that, as “the god of this age”

(2 Corinthians 4:4), the devil has assembled a vast mul-
titude of human assistants. Most of these are mere fol-
lowers. But far too many of his followers are also deceived
religious teachers.

Paul explains the connection between them and the
devil: “For such are false apostles, deceitful workers,
transforming themselves into apostles of Christ. And no
wonder! For Satan himself transforms himself into an
angel of light. Therefore it is no great thing if his minis-
ters also transform themselves into ministers of righ-
teousness, whose end will be according to their works"”
(2 Corinthians 11:13-14).

Blinded by false but popular doctrines and traditions
that have passed from one generation to another, these
deceived teachers are among Satan’s most influential
tools of deception. He uses them to cleverly disguise his
ways as God's ways and lead people astray.

Some of these leaders, and the institutions they serve,
are obviously based on nonbiblical concepts. In other

The Devil’s Role in Religion

words, their beliefs are secular or pagan in origin. They
make no pretense of following the Holy Scriptures.

But many others are counterfeits of the Church Jesus
established. Jesus Himself predicted that false teachers
would rise up who would “deceive many” (Matthew
24:5, 11, 24). This counterfeit Christianity began during
the lifetime of Christ's apostles (Galatians 1:6-7). Peter
warned faithful Christians: “But there were also false
prophets among the people, even as there will be false
teachers among you, who will secretly bring in destructive
heresies, even denying the Lord who bought them, and
bring on themselves swift destruction. And many will fol-
low their destructive ways, because of whom the way of
truth will be blasphemed” (2 Peter 2:1-2).

The devil plays an immense role in the religions
of mankind. Only those who ask for God’s help, as they
diligently study the Bible and compare their beliefs to
what it teaches, can hope to overcome the deceptions
that are so prevalent in today’s religious organizations
and fellowships.

Bible Study Course Lesson 8




influence, not to surrender again to it. He knew thiswas a
real danger (2 Corinthians 11:3). He wrote, “For this rea-
son, when | could no longer endureit, 1 sent to know your
faith, lest by some means the tempter had tempted you,
and our labor might beinvain” (1 Thessalonians 3:5).

What is one of Satan’s primary ways of seducing
peopleto sin?

“For such are false apostles, deceitful workers,
transforming themselves into apostles of Christ. And
no wonder! For Satan himself transforms himself
into an angel of light. Therefore it isno great thing if
his ministers also transform themsalves into ministers
of righteousness, whose end will be according to
their works’ (2 Corinthians 11:13-15).

Few people understand the extent of Satan’s influence
over theworld'sreligious inditutions and practices. Satan
has succeeded in providing people with every religious
preference they could possibly imagine. Religious confu-
sonisthe result. Only by carefully reading and following
the Scriptures (2 Timothy 3:13-17) can we extricate our-
selves from the worl dwide morass of religious confusion
and deception. (Be sureto read “ The Devil’s Role in
Religion,” page 6.)

Because of this widespread religious deception, it is
essential that we pray for God's help to correctly under-
stand His Word and repent of our transgressions. When
we desire to change our lives, and from the heart to sur-
render our will to God, He has promised to hear us and
respond. “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you
will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. For every-
one who asks [from the heart and according to His will]
receives, and he who seeks finds, and to him who knocks
it will be opened” (Matthew 7:7-8). “And whatever we
ask we receive from Him, because we keep His com-
mandments and do those things that are pleasing in His
sght” (1 John 3:22).

God used the prophet Nathan to rebuke King David for
committing adultery with Bathsheba after arranging for
her husband to be killed in battle (2 Samuel 12:7-9).
David humbly acknowledged his sins and repented before
God in prayer. Be sure to read and meditate on David's
heartfelt prayer of repentance asrecorded in Psalm 51:1-
3, 6-10. God has preserved David's prayer of repentance
as an example of the attitude we should have when asking
Him for forgiveness.

THE IMPORTANCE OF REPENTANCE

We have already learned that we repent by turning
away from sin and surrendering our lives to God.
Repentance begins with God's calling—His opening
our minds to correctly understand His Word. Then we
must pray for His help and begin studying the Scriptures
to find out what we need to change. We do this by com-
paring our beliefs, behavior, customs, traditions and
thoughts to the Holy Bible. God's Word is the only trust-
worthy standard by which we can measure our attitudes
and behavior.

This thorough self-examination processis essential if

our repentance is to be genuine, and it may take a con-
Siderable amount of our time, especially if we are unfa-
miliar with the Scriptures. Now let's see what the Bible
says about real repentance and its importance to our
relationship with God.

Did Jesus stress the impor tance of repentance?

“| have not come to call the righteous, but sSinners,
to repentance” (Luke 5:32).

“ Now after John was put in prison, Jesus came to
Galilee, preaching the gospel of the kingdom of God,
and saying, ‘ Thetimeis fulfilled, and the kingdom of
God is at hand. Repent, and believe in the gospel™”
(Mark 1:14-15; compare Matthew 4:17).

Jesus taught that our most important priority should
be to enter the Kingdom of God (Matthew 6:33). From
the beginning of His public ministry He stressed that
repentance is an integral part of reaching that god.

Did God's prophets of old preach repentance?

“ And the Lorp has sent to you all His servants the
prophets, rising early and sending them, but you
have not listened nor inclined your ear to hear. They
said, ‘ Repent now everyone of his evil way and his
evil doings. ..” (Jeremiah 25:4-5).

Must this same message continue to be preached to
the whole world?

“Then [Jesus] saidtothem, *. .. All things must be
fulfilled which were written . . . concerning Me.. . .
Thusit iswritten, and thus it was necessary for the
Chrigt to suffer and to rise fromthe dead the third
day, and that repentance and remission of sins should
be preached in His name to all nations, beginning at
Jerusalem” (Luke 24:44-47).

The Scriptures show God is consistent. From the
beginning He has sent His servants with the same mes-
sage: “Repent, and turn from all your transgressions,
so that iniquity will not be your ruin. Cast away from
you al the transgressions which you have committed,
and get yourselves a new heart and a new spirit”
(Ezekiel 18:30-31).

Must everyone repent?

“I tel you. . . unless you repent you will all . . . per-
ish” (Luke 13:3; compare Acts 17:30; 2 Peter 3:9).

Eternd life in the Kingdom of God is available only
to those who repent of their sing! There are no exceptions,
because “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of
God” (Romans 3:23).

WHAT IS REPENTANCE?

What, in God’s sight, demonstrates that our repen-
tance is genuine?

“ Then [John the Baptist] said to the multitudes that
came out to be baptized by him, “ Brood of vipers!
Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?
Therefore bear fruits worthy of repentance. . . Every
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tree which does not bear good fruit is cut down and
thrown into the fire” (Luke 3:7-9).

“Firg to those in Damascus, then to those in Jeru-
salemand in all Judea, and to the Gentiles also,
[Paul] preached that they should repent and turn
to God and prove their repentance by their deeds’
(Acts 26:20, NIV).

Genuine repentance produces a change in the way we
live, even in the way we think. Those who say they have
repented but produce no “fruits worthy of repentance”
(Matthew 3:8) deceive themselves. “ They professto know
God, but in works they deny Him .. " (Titus 1:16).

“For if anyoneisahearer of the word and not a doer, he
is like aman observing his natural facein amirror; for
he observes himsdlf, goes away, and immediately forgets
what kind of man he was. But he who looks into the per-
fect law of liberty and continuesin it, and is not aforget-
ful hearer but a doer of the work, this one will be blessed
inwhat he does’ (James 1:23-25).

What isthe attitude of the truly repentant?

“ And the tax collector, standing afar off, would not
so much asraise his eyes to heaven, but beat his
breast, saying, ‘ God, be merciful to me a sinner!™
(Luke 18:13).

“My ears had heard of you but now my eyes have
seen you. Therefore | despise mysdlf, and repent . . "
(Job 42:4-6, NIV).

True repentance is more than just acknowledging
we are wrong. Even the desire to do wrong should
become repulsive to us. God wants us to “ hate evil”
(Proverbs 8:13), especialy the evil we come to
recognize in oursalves.

We mugt earnestly want God to change our hearts.
Like King David of old, we should ask God to create a
clean heart and aright spirit within us (Psam 51:10). We
must see ourselves as sSinners and be genuinely remorse-
ful. We must recognize that our sins originate in our
thoughts, often motivated by our pride and selfishness,
anger and jedlousy, our lust and greed—in short, our
human nature.

Does Jesus confirm that sin sartsin the heart?

“For it is fromwithin, from the human heart, that
evil intentions come: fornication, theft, murder,
adultery, avarice, wickedness, deceit, licentious-
ness, envy, slander, pride, folly. All these evil things
come fromwithin, and they defile a person” (Mark
7:21-23, NRSV).

Some of these inherently human traits may be more
pronounced than others. Nevertheless, if we sincerely
ask God to open our eyes to see ourselves aswe are,
we should be able to recognize in ourselves many atti-
tudes and behaviors that the Scriptures define as sinful.
Then we should go to God in prayer for the power we
need to turn away from those ways and replace them
with the nature and character of God as revedled in the
Holy Scriptures.
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Does repentance include changing our attitude toward
others sinsagaing you?

“ And whenever you stand praying, if you have any-
thing against anyone, forgive him, that your Father
in heaven may also forgive you your trespasses. But
if you do not forgive, neither will your Father in
heaven forgive your trespasses’ (Mark 11:25-26).

“ Take heed to yoursalves. If your brother sins against
you, rebuke him; and if he repents, forgive him. And
if he Snsagaingt you seven timesin a day, and seven
timesin a day returnsto you, saying, ‘| repent,’ you
shall forgive him’ (Luke 17:3-4).

Since God's law is based on loving Him and loving
others even as we love ourselves (Mark 12:30-31),
forgiving othersis a significant part of our repentance.
Jesus taught: “Love your enemies, do good to those who
hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who
ill-treat you” (Luke 6:27-28, NIV).

BAPTISM: WHY DO WE NEED IT?

What part of the conversion process followstrue
repentance?

“ Then Peter said to them, ‘ Repent, and |et every one
of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Chrigt for
theremission of sins; and you shall receive the gift
of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38).

“ And now why are you waiting? Arise and be bap-
tized, and wash away your sins, calling on the name
of the Lord” (Acts 22:16).

It is through baptism that we formally make our com-
mitment to permanently turn from sin and surrender our
livesto God.

Did Jesus and the apostles baptize the repentant?

“ Therefore, when the Lord knew that the Pharisees
had heard that Jesus made and baptized more disci-
plesthan John . . ., Heleft Judea and departed
again to Galileg” (John 4:1-3).

“ And many of the Corinthians, hearing, believed and
were baptized” (Acts 18:8).

Does Jesus want His servantsto continue baptizing
new disciples?

“ And Jesus came and spoke to them, saying,

‘... Go therefore and make disciples of all the
nations, baptizing themin the name of the Father
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them
to observe all thingsthat | have commanded you;
and lo, | amwith you always, even to the end of the
age” (Matthew 28:18-20).

Jesus commanded His disciples to continue baptizing
after His death and resurrection. His promise to be with
them until the end of the age—which has not yet occurred
—shows that He intended for baptism to be a part of His
followers responsihilities through al intervening ages,
including our own.



Why is baptism important?

“He who believes and is baptized will be saved;
but he who does not believe will be condemned”
(Mark 16:16).

Baptism goesright to the heart of God's forgiveness
of our sins and His gift of savation. Through His death
Christ paid the penalty (Romans 6:23) for our sins. At
the Passover meal the night before His crucifixion, Jesus
blessed a cup of wine and said to His disciples, “For this
is [represents] My blood of the new covenant, which is
shed for many for the remission of sins’ (Matthew 26:28).

Paul explained that “ God demonstrates His own love
toward us, in that while we were gill sinners, Christ died
for us’ (Romans 5:8). Then He added, “. . . Having now
been judtified by His blood, we shal be saved from wrath
through Him” (verse 9). Paul also wrote, “ Thisis afaith-
ful saying: ‘For if we died with Him, we shall dso live
with Him'” (2 Timothy 2:11).

In what way do we diewith Chrigt?

“ ... Doyou not know that as many of us aswere
baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His
death?” (Romans 6:3).

Baptism isasymbolic burial ceremony—commanded
by Jesus Himself—through which we accept His degth as
asacrificefor our sins. “For | delivered to you firgt of al,”
wrote Paul, “that which | aso received: 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).

Paul also explained: “. . . Since dl have sinned and
fall short of the glory of God; they are now justified
[considered sinless] by His grace as a gift, through
the redemption that isin Christ Jesus, whom God put
forward as a sacrifice of atonement by hisblood . . ”
(Romans 3:23-25, NRSV).

Through the ceremony of baptism we become

symboalicaly united with Christ in death. “For if we have
been united together in the likeness of His death, cer-
tainly we also shal bein the likeness of His resurrection,
knowing this, that our old man was crucified with Him,
that the body of sin might be done away with, that we
should no longer be daves of Sin” (Romans 6:5-6).

What responsibility comes with baptism?

“ Therefore we were buried with Him through bap-
tisminto death, that just as Christ was raised from
the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also
should walk in newness of life” (Romans 6:4).

“ In the same way you must regard yoursdlves as
dead to sin and alive to God, in union with Christ
Jesus. Therefore sin must no longer reign in your
mortal body, exacting obedience to the body's
desires. You must no longer put any part of it at Sn's
disposal, as an implement for doing wrong. Put your-
selves ingtead at the disposal of God; think of your-
sdlves asraised from death to life, and yield your
bodies to God as implements for doing right” (verses
11-13, Revised English Bible).

Baptism signifies the end of alife of habitua sinning
and the beginning of a new life devoted to righteousness.
“. .. Denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should
live soberly, righteoudly, and godly in the present age,
looking for the blessed hope and glorious appearing of
our great God and Savior Jesus Chrigt, who gave Himself
for us, that He might redeem us from every lawless deed
and purify for Himself His own specia people, zealous
for good works’ (Titus 2:11-14).

Doesthisresponsbility include living an obedient life?

“It iswritten, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but
by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God™
(Matthew 4:4).

“ But Peter and the other apostles answered and

hen John the Baptist spoke of baptism with fire and

baptism with the Holy Spirit, what did He mean?
Notice John's exact words: “I indeed baptize you with
water unto repentance, but He who is coming after me is
mightier than I, whose sandals | am not worthy to carry.
He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. His win-
nowing fan is in His hand, and He will thoroughly clean
out His threshing floor, and gather His wheat into the
barn; but He will burn up the chaff with unquenchable
fire” (Matthew 3:11-12).

The word baptize means to “put into” or “immerse”
in something. John baptized in water by dipping peo-
ple into the water of the Jordan River. But He was
explaining that Christ would go beyond what he was
doing. He immediately explained his reference to bap-
tism with fire. Those who refuse to repent are to be
regarded as “chaff” and, at the end of the age, thrown

Other Baptisms

into the lake of fire (Revelation 20:15).

Jesus Himself explained the baptism with the Holy
Spirit. He told His disciples that “John truly baptized with
water, but you shall be baptized with the Holy Spirit not
many days from now" (Acts 1:5). This was fulfilled a few
days later on the Feast of Pentecost when the disciples of
Christ “were all filled with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:1-4).

What does Paul mean in 1 Corinthians 12:13 when he
says, “For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one
body"? Later in the same chapter Paul explains what he is
talking about. “Now you are the body of Christ, and mem-
bers individually” (verse 27). That body is explicitly identi-
fied as “the church of God” in Acts 20:28. One who receives
the Holy Spirit is immediately “put into” and made a mem-
ber of the “body of Christ,” the Church of God. (For more
details on these other “baptisms” be sure to request your
free copy of the booklet The Road to Eternal Life.)
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said: ‘We ought to obey God rather than men™ (Acts
5:29; compare 2 Corinthians 10:3-5).

The teachings of the entire Bible—both Old and New
Testaments—become our guide to life. The New Testa
ment explains how we should apply Old Testament teach-
ings under the New Covenant. The emphasis of the New
Covenant is on the proper implementation of the spirit—
the intent—of God'slaws.

No longer can we live however we want, ignoring
God's instructions. Jesus made this abundantly clear:
“Not everyone who saysto Me, ‘Lord, Lord, shdl enter
the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of
My Father in heaven. Many will say to Mein that day,
‘Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in Your name, cast
out demons in Your name, and done many wondersin
Your name? And then | will declare to them, ‘I never
knew you; depart from Me, you who practice lanless-
ness” (Matthew 7:21-23). We are to live lawfully,
not lawlesdy!

Why was Jesus baptized?

“ Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jor-
dan, to be baptized by him. John would have pre-
vented him, saying, ‘| need to be baptized by you,
and do you come to me?’ But Jesus answered him,
‘Let it be so now; for it is proper for usin thisway
to fulfill all righteousness.” Then he consented”
(Matthew 3:13-15, NRSV).

“ It cameto pass in those days that Jesus came from
Nazareth of Galilee, and was baptized by John in the
Jordan” (Mark 1:9).

Jesus was born to be a perfect example for usasa
physica human being. Though He never sinned and
needed no forgiveness, He was baptized to show usthe
example we should follow. As He was baptized, so should
we be baptized. He personally showed us that baptism is
the way He has established for usto unite with Him in
death so our sins can be forgiven.

Should children be baptized?

“ And many of the Corinthians, hearing, believed and
were baptized” (Acts 18:8).

“ Then those who gladly received hisword were
baptized” (Acts 2:41).

“ But when they believed . . . both men and women
were baptized” (Acts 8:12).

Baptism is for those mature enough to comprehend
and believe the meaning of repentance and baptism.
Except on rare occasions for somein their later teen
years, most children are not old enough to evaluate
why they sin. They simply are not mature enough to
understand their own nature and what is wrong with it.

Children are precious to God. Jesus took little children
into His arms and blessed them (Mark 10:13-16). But in
every specific example of baptism mentioned in the Bible,
we see that those being baptized were old enough and
mature enough to understand repentance, baptism and
the seriousness of their commitment. Only those who
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are mature enough to produce the fruits of repentance
should be baptized.

Isit ever necessary to rebaptize adults?

“ And he said to them, ‘Into what then were you bap-
tized?' So they said, ‘Into John's baptism.” Then Paul
said, ‘ John indeed baptized with a baptism of repen-
tance, saying to the people that they should believe
on Himwho would come after him, that is, on Christ
Jesus.” When they heard this, they were baptized in
the name of the Lord Jesus’ (Acts 19:3-5).

Although these people had been immersed by the bap-
tism of John the Baptidt, they had not received the Holy
Spirit (verse 2). Only those who receive God's Spirit are
converted disciples of Christ (Romans 8:9). Paul rebap-
tized them in the name of Jesus Christ so they would
receive the Holy Spirit.

Today many people have been baptized who never
understood what sinis or what redl repentance entailed.
They, too, would need to be rebaptized to receive God's
Spirit and be converted.

How should we be baptized?

“ Now John also was baptizing in Aenon near Salim,
because there was much water there. And they came
and were baptized” (John 3:23).

“When He had been baptized, Jesus came up imme-
diately from the water; and behold, the heavens
were opened to Him, and He saw the Spirit of God
descending like a dove and alighting upon Hin’
(Matthew 3:16).

Notice that John the Baptist chose alocation where
there was “much water” to baptize those who came to
him. And Jesus “ came up . . . fromthe water” when He
was baptized. Why is this wording significant? The
Greek word baptizo meansto “immerse” to “dip into”
or to “submerge.”

Jesus set us an example of being fully submerged in
water in a place where there was “ much water” to make
this possible. All other examples of baptisms by Christ’s
disciples mentioned in the Scriptures follow this pattern.
For example, we read in Acts 8:38 that “both Philip and
the eunuch went down into the weter, and he [Philip]
baptized him.” Thereisno biblica example of any other
form of water baptism.

The symbolism of baptism, asthe burid of the old salf,
requires a ceremony picturing a true burial. Only baptism
by immersion fulfills this symbolic requirement. There-
fore, following the example of our Savior, we too should
be fully immersed in water when we are baptized, sym-
bolicdly burying the old salf with Him in awatery grave.

GOD’S GRACE AND FORGIVENESS

Since God forgives our sins at baptism, we need to
appreciate how great forgivenessis. At the same time,
however, we need to understand that forgiveness carries
with it obligations. We aso need to understand that some
religious teachers, claiming to represent Chrigt, often
misconstrue and misuse God's mercy and forgiveness.



In the Scriptures God's forgiveness is often directly
associated with the word grace, which refers to unde-
served favor that we receive from God. Graceisaso
closgly related to the word gift. It usualy refersto an
unearned gift or favor, such as God's gifts of forgiveness
and eternd life. It is essentia that we understand the redl
meaning and purpose of God's grace and forgiveness.
The concepts are closaly linked together in the Scriptures.
Both are crucia to our salvation.

God's grace, however, is often falsay represented by
many religious teachers.

How is God’s grace misunder stood and misused?

“ For certain men whose condemnation was written
about long ago have secretly dipped in among you.
They are godless men, who change the grace of our
God into a license for immorality . .."” (Jude 4, NIV).

Even in the days of Christ’s apostles, clever “fdse
apodtles’ (2 Corinthians 11:13) began misinterpreting
the Scriptures and Jesus' teachings. They misrepresented
God's grace—especidly in Paul’swritings (2 Peter 3:15-
16)—aslicenseto ignore God's laws. This particular
twisting of the Scriptures, which continuesin many
religious circles, amounts to permisson to sin.

What do such teachersoffer in place of God'slaw?

“For they mouth empty, boastful words and, by
appealing to the lustful desires of sinful human
nature, they entice people who are just escaping from
those who live in error. They promise them freedom,
while they themselves are daves of depravity—for
aman isa dave to whatever has mastered hinm’

(2 Peter 2:18-19, NIV).

A fdse liberty—freedom from God's laws and
authority—has aways been the real goal of false teach-
ers. Peter describes teachers advancing twisted concepts
of “freedom” as “those who follow the corrupt desire of
the sinful nature and despise authority” (verse 10, NIV).

In effect, they have misrepresented God's grace as
independence from His lav—the very law that defines
sin. They have advocated atype of freedom—arelease
from any obligation to obey the commandments of
God—that is nowhere taught in the Bible. They are
ruled by their human nature, the fleshly mind that Paul
describes as “not subject to the law of God, nor indeed
can be’ (Romans 8:7).

Nevertheess, they have succeeded in convincing asig-
nificant part of professing Chrigtianity thet God's grace
supports their false concept. We must be careful never to
alow ourselves to be taken in by any teaching that turns
graceinto alicenseto sin.

How does Peter describe those embracing this
deceptive freedom?

“ For if, after they have escaped the pollutions of the
world through the knowledge of the Lord and Savior
Jesus Chrigt, they are again entangled in them and
overcome, the latter end isworse for them than the
beginning. For it would have been better for them

not to have known the way of righteousness, than
having known it, to turn from the holy commandment
delivered to them. But it has happened to them
according to the true proverb: ‘A dog returnsto

his own vomit,” and, ‘a sow, having washed, to her
wallowing in the mire” (2 Peter 2:20-22).

What kind of freedom doesthe Biblereally teach?

“ But now having been set free from sin, and having
become daves of God, you have your fruit to holi-
ness, and the end, everlagting life’ (Romans 6:22).

“ S0 speak and so do as those who will be judged by
the law of liberty” (James 2:12).

“ But he who looks into the perfect law of liberty and
continuesin it, and is not a forgetful hearer but a
doer of the work, this one will be blessed in what he
does’ (James 1:25).

Today the teaching that faith is all we need for for-
giveness and salvation is popular. But, according to
the Scriptures, we are “set free from sin” that we may
become the “daves of God.” We must be “a doer of
the work.” So let’s examine what the Scriptures really
teach about the relationship between faith, works and
obedience to God.

Do the Scripturesreveal that faith must be accompa-
nied by works?

“ Thus also faith by itsdlf, if it does not have works, is
dead” (James 2:17).

James goes on to explain why faith without deeds
(actions that prove we genuinely believe God) is* dead”
—utterly usdless. “But do you want to know, O foolish
man, that faith without works is dead? Was not Abraham
our father judtified by works when he offered I saac his
son on the altar? Do you see that faith was working
together with his works, and by works faith was made
perfect? And the Scripture was fulfilled which says,
‘Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him for
righteousness’ And he was called the friend of God. You
see then that aman isjudtified by works, and not by faith
only . .. For asthe body without the spirit is dead, so faith
without works is dead also” (James 2:20-26).

James's point isthat our actions demonstrate whether
our faith is genuine. Abraham proved his faith was
authentic by what he did. James explains that we need
to follow Abraham’s example.

Paul concluded a discussion on the importance of
faith by emphasizing: “Do we then make void the law
through faith? Certainly not! On the contrary, we estab-
lish thelaw” (Romans 3:31). Both faith and the law of
God are essential components of repentance—and the
COnversion process.

WHY MUST WE BE RECONCILED
TO GOD?
How has sin affected our relationship with God?
“ Behold, the Lorp’s hand is not shortened, that it
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cannot save; nor His ear heawy, that it cannot hear.
But your iniquities have separated you from your
God; and your sins have hidden His face from you,
50 that He will not hear” (Isaiah 59:1-2).

What isthe solution to our alienation from God?

“ Seek the Lorp while He may be found, call upon
Himwhile He is near. Let the wicked forsake his
way, and the unrighteous man his thoughts; let him
return to the Lorp, and He will have mercy on him;
and to our God, for He will abundantly pardon”
(Isaiah 55:6-7).

How can we be reconciled to God?

“ Much more then, having now been justified by His
blood, we shall be saved fromwrath 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. And not only that, but we also regoicein God
through our Lord Jesus Chrigt, through whom we
have now received the reconciliation” (Romans
5:9-11; compare 2 Corinthians 5:18-20).

Does God expect usto strive to be blameless after our

reconciliation to Him?

“ And you, who once were alienated and enemiesin
your mind by wicked works, yet now He has recon-
ciled in the body of His flesh through death, to pre-
sent you holy, and blameless, and above reproach
in Hissight; if indeed you continue in the faith,
grounded and steadfast, and are not moved away
from the hope of the gospel which you heard . . "
(Colossians 1:21-23).

Those reconciled to God through faith in Christ’s sacri-

fice must continue living “in the faith” —that is, in har-
mony with the fundamental beliefs taught from all of
God'sWord (Matthew 4:4).

What sinsare covered by Christ’s blood?

“They [believers] are now justified by his grace as
a gift, through the redemption that isin Christ Jesus,
whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement
by his blood, effective through faith. He did thisto
show his righteousness, because in his divine for-
bearance he had passed over the Sins previoudy
committed” (Romans 3:24-25, NRSV).

At our baptism God forgives our past Sns—"sins
previoudy committed’—that we have repented of and
stopped practicing. But His grace and mercy never give

us permission to continue sinning. Notice how Paul began

his explanation of baptism: “What shall we say then?
Shdll we continue in sin that grace may abound? Cer-
tainly not! How shall we who died to sin live any longer
init?” (Romans 6:1-2).

Christ died to pay for our sins and lead usto repen-
tance. He never intended that we misconstrue grace and

forgiveness as permission to ignore the core teachings that

God reveded through the Scriptures before He was even
born. Instead He taught, as we have adready read, that
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“man shall not live by bread aone, but by every word
of God” (Luke 4:4).

Why do we need God’s grace?

“For by grace you have been saved through faith,
and that not of yoursalves; it isthe gift of God, not
of works, lest anyone should boast. For we are His
workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good
works, which God prepared beforehand that we
should walk in then?” (Ephesians 2:8-10).

Nothing we do can earn us forgiveness and salvation.
Both are gifts from God. “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. For God did not send His Son into the world to con-
demn the world, but that the world through Him might be
saved. He who believesin Him is not condemned; but he
who does not believe is condemned dready, because he
has not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of
God” (John 3:16-18).

Isfaith in God's grace through Christ’s sacrifice
necessary for forgiveness?

“...Youwere... buried with Himin baptism, in
which you also were raised with Him through faith
in the working of God, who raised Him fromthe
dead. And you, being dead in your trespasses and
the uncircumcision of your flesh, He has made
alive together with Him, having forgiven you all
tregpasses’ (Colossians 2:11-13).

“ Therefore we also pray always for you that our God
would count you worthy of this calling, and fulfill all
the good pleasure of His goodness and the work of
faith with power, that the name of our Lord Jesus
Christ may be glorified in you, and you in Him,
according to the grace of our God and the Lord
Jesus Chrigt” (2 Thessalonians 1:11-12).

Should our faith in God’s for giveness affect our
conscience?

“ Therefore, brethren, having boldness to enter the
Holiest by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living
way which He consecrated for us, through the vell,
that is, Hisflesh, and having a High Priest over the
house of God, let us draw near with a true heart in
full assurance of faith, having our hearts sprinkled
froman evil conscience and our bodies washed with
purewater” (Hebrews 10:19-22).

Once our “old man” is buried through baptism, God
wants us to put behind us al fedings of guilt over past
sins. He wants us to approach our future with confidence
that our sins have been forgiven by Him. We are to begin
anew life without fretting over the past.

Paul describes the attitude of a clear conscience
God wants for us. “Brethren, | do not count myself to
have apprehended; but one thing | do, forgetting those
things which are behind and reaching forward to those
things which are ahead, | press toward the goal for the
prize of the upward cdll of God in Christ Jesus. There-



fore let us, as many as are mature, have thismind ..
(Philippians 3:13-15).

IS OUR CONSCIENCE IMPORTANT?

Should we strive to maintain a clear conscience after
we are baptized?

“Now the purpose of the commandment is love from
a pure heart, froma good conscience, and from
sincere faith” (1 Timothy 1:5).

“ Therefore you must be subject [to governing
authorities], not only because of wrath but also
for conscience sake” (Romans 13:5).

“For thisis commendable, if because of conscience
toward God one endures grief, suffering wrongfully”
(1 Peter 2:19).

Will God forgive usif we sin after baptism?

“ My little children, | am writing these things to you
so that you may not sin. But if anyone does sin, we
have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the
righteous; and he is the atoning sacrifice for our
sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of
the whole world” (1 John 2:1-2, NRSV; compare

1 John 1:7-9).

“1f we confess our sins, Heis faithful and just
to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us fromall
unrighteousness’ (1 John 1:9).

We should diligently strive not to sin, especially
after we are baptized. But we are not yet perfect
beings. As Paul said: “1 know that | have not yet
reached that goal” (Philippians 3:13, New Century

Version). Therefore, when we genuinely repent of sins
committed after baptism, God forgives us just as He
does at the time of baptism.

Thekey liesin our repentant attitude of heart. After
having rebuked the members of the Corinthian church
for certain ungodly attitudes (1 Corinthians 3:1-4), Paul
commended them for repenting. “For even if | made you
sorry with my letter, | do not regret it; though | did regret
it. For | perceive that the same epistle made you sorry,
though only for awhile. Now | rejoice, not that you
were made sorry, but that your sorrow led to repentance.
For you were made sorry in a godly manner, that you
might suffer loss from us in nothing.

“For godly sorrow produces repentance leading to sal-
vation, not to be regretted; but the sorrow of the world
produces death. For observe this very thing, that you sor-
rowed in a godly manner: What diligence it produced in
you, what clearing of yourselves, what indignation, what
fear, what vehement desire, what zeal, what vindication!
In al things you proved yourselves to be clear in this
matter” (2 Corinthians 7:8-11).

How great are God's mercy and forgiveness?

“*Come now, and let us reason together,” says the
Lorp, ‘ Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall
be as white as snow; though they are red like
crimson, they shall be aswool’ (Isaiah 1:18).

“For You, Lord, are good, and ready to forgive, and
abundant in mercy to all those who call upon You”
(Psalm 86:5).

King David prayed: “Do not remember the sins of
my youth, nor my transgressions; according to Your

A Stirring Example of Faith

e find an inspiring example of God helping His

faithful servants in a time of crisis in the book of
Daniel. Three Jewish captives were ordered by the king
of Babylon to bow before an idolatrous image or be
killed. Their situation could not have been worse. Yet
their commitment to God was unwavering. They
believed His promise to help them. They trusted Him.

Notice their response to the king: “Shadrach,
Meshach, and Abed-Nego answered and said to the
king, ‘O Nebuchadnezzar, we have no need to answer
you in this matter. If that is the case, our God whom we
serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery furnace,
and He will deliver us from your hand, O king. But if not,
let it be known to you, O king, that we do not serve your
gods, nor will we worship the gold image which you
have set up’ (Daniel 3:16-18).

The king carried out his threat and had them thrown
into the fire. But God miraculously spared their lives.
Then, in amazement, the king summoned them to walk
out of the fiery furnace (verse 26). “And the satraps,
administrators, governors, and the king's counselors
gathered together, and they saw these men on whose
bodies the fire had no power; the hair of their head was

not singed nor were their garments affected, and the
smell of fire was not on them. Nebuchadnezzar spoke,
saying, ‘Blessed be the God of Shadrach, Meshach, and
Abed-Nego, who sent His Angel and delivered His ser-
vants who trusted in Him, and they have frustrated the
king's word, and yielded their bodies, that they should
not serve nor worship any god except their own God!"”
(verses 27-28).

This and other biblical examples of God's love and
faithfulness are preserved in the Scriptures to give us
the courage and faith to believe He can help us with dif-
ficult circumstances that may arise in our lives. These
young men did not know whether God would intervene
to spare them or not. Nevertheless, they were deter-
mined to remain faithful to Him regardless of the
consequences. Their outstanding example of faithful
obedience remains an inspiration for us today.

If we always put God first He has promised never to
abandon us. Regardless of whether He chooses to inter-
vene for us when we want Him to, “. . . He Himself has
said, 'l will never leave you nor forsake you.’ So we may
boldly say: ‘The Lorp is my helper; | will not fear. What can
man do to me?"” (Hebrews 13:5-6).
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mercy remember me, for Your goodness' sake, O LorD’
(Psalm 25:7). In other psalms he praised God for the
kindness and mercy shown him. From David’'s words
we, t0o, can learn to appreciate God's abundant love,
mercy and forgiveness.

David writes. “Blessthe Lorp, O my soul, and forget
not al His benefits: who forgives al your iniquities, . . .
who redeems your life from destruction, who crowns you
with lovingkindness and tender mercies’ (Psam 103:2-4).

“The Lorp is merciful and gracious, dow to anger,
and abounding in mercy . . . He has not dedlt with us
according to our sins, nor punished us according to our
iniquities. For as the heavens are high above the earth,

S0 great is His mercy toward those who fear Him; as far
asthe east is from the west, so far has He removed our
transgressions from us’ (verses 8-12).

David continues: “As afather pities his children,

50 the Lorop pities those who fear Him. For He knows
our frame; He remembers that we are dust . . . But the
mercy of the LorD is from everlasting to everlasting on
those who fear Him . . . [and] keep His covenant, and
to those who remember His commandments to do
them” (verses 13-18).

So great is God's mercy we aso should be able to say,
“Oh, give thanks to the Lorb, for Heis good! For His
mercy endures forever” (Psalm 118:1-2).

FAITH, CHOICE AND COMMITMENT

What should be our top priority once we repent and
are baptized?

“ But seek first the kingdom of God and His
righteousness.. ..” (Matthew 6:33).

“You shall have no other gods before Me”
(Exodus 20:3).

“No one can serve two master's; for either he will
hate the one and love the other, or else he will be
loyal to the one and despise the other. You cannot
serve God and mammon” (Matthew 6:24).

God wants us to put obedience to Him and seeking His
righteousness and His Kingdom ahead of everything else
in thislife. Our commitment to serve Him wholeheart-
edly, however, may present us with difficult choices. Paul
explans: “. . . All who desireto live godly in Christ Jesus
will suffer persecution” (2 Timothy 3:12). Therefore we
need to evaluate, ahead of time, how strong our commit-
ment to God is so we will be prepared to make the
choices He wants us to make.

Does God promiseto help those who trust Him when
they face difficult choices?

“ No testing has overtaken you that is not common to
everyone. God is faithful, and he will not let you be
tested beyond your strength, but with the testing he
will also provide the way out so that you may be able
to endureit” (1 Corinthians 10:13, NRSV).

God tells us that “many are the afflictions of the
righteous, but the Lorp delivers him out of them all”
(Psalm 34:19). For an excellent example of God deliv-
ering His faithful servants from a crisis, be sure to read

n His parable about the sower and the seed, Jesus illus-

trates that people make different choices when they
hear God's Word explained to them. In this parable each
participant hears the Word of God. But each responds
differently to what he hears. Your can read the parable
in the 13th chapter of Matthew. Jesus recites the parable,
then tells what it means.

First He explains the response of one whom God has
not yet called. “When anyone hears the word of the
kingdom, and does not understand it, then the wicked
one comes and snatches away what was sown in his
heart. This is he who received seed by the wayside”
(Matthew 13:19). He never gets the picture.

Next Jesus explains three different responses from
those who understand His message—those whom God
has called. God has opened their minds. All three grasp
the meaning of Jesus’ message. But each one responds
differently—and for different reasons.

“But he who received the seed on stony places, this is
he who hears the word and immediately receives it with
joy; yet he has no root in himself, but endures only for a
while. For when tribulation or persecution arises because
of the word, immediately he stumbles” (verses 20-21). His
first response is one of joyful acceptance. But his enthu-
siasm is quickly quenched. Why? He reacts to pressure

How Important Are Our Choices?

from others. He cares more about pleasing people than
pleasing God. He is afraid to rock the boat. Conforming
to the customs and expectations of his family, friends and
society is more important to him than serving God. He
wilts under pressure and eventually rejects God's calling.

“Now he who received seed among the thorns is he
who hears the word, and the cares of this world and the
deceitfulness of riches choke the word, and he becomes
unfruitful” (verse 22). This person is somewhat different.
He is not as concerned about the opinions of his peers.
But he does have a problem: He, too, refuses to put God
first in his life. He is distracted by other things. Satisfying
his personal needs and maintaining his status consume
his interest, time and energy. He is too busy serving him-
self. He has no time left for God, so, through simple
neglect, he also rejects God's calling.

“But he who received seed on the good ground is he
who hears the word and understands it, who indeed
bears fruit and produces: some a hundredfold, some
sixty, some thirty” (verse 23). This person not only under-
stands God's Word but takes it seriously. He puts it into
practice. He changes his life! Of all the examples in this
parable, only this person is chosen for salvation. He puts
God first in his life. He makes a commitment to God and
keeps it. Will we follow his example?
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“A Stirring Example of Faith,” page 13.

How does God respond to those who refuse to
trust Him?

“ Because they hated knowledge and did not choose
the fear of the Lorp, they would have none of my
counsel and despised my every rebuke. Therefore
they shall eat the fruit of their own way, and be filled
to the full with their own fancies.. . . But whoever
listens to me will dwell safely, and will be secure,
without fear of evil” (Proverbs 1:29-33).

Our commitment to God is necessary (Mark 8:34-38).

Hetdlsus, “But to thisone | will look, to himwho is
humble and contrite of spirit, and who trembles at My
word” (Isaiah 66:2, NASB). His response to us depends
in large part on whether we trust Him, whether our faith
in Himissolid. (Be sureto read “How Important Are
Our Choices?” page 14.)

WHY WE NEED THE HOLY SPIRIT

Do we, on our own, have the ability to carry out our
commitment to God?

“For by grace you have been saved through faith,
and that not of yourselves, it isthe gift of God . . .”
(Ephesians 2:8).

“...Jesussaid to His disciples, ‘Assuredly, | say

to you that it is hard for a rich man to enter the
kingdom of heaven. And again | say to you, itis
easer for a camel to go through the eye of a needle
than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.’
When His disciples heard it, they were greatly
astonished, saying, ‘Who then can be saved?

But Jesus looked at them and said to them, *With
men thisisimpossible, but with God all things are
possible” (Matthew 19:23-26).

At baptism we commit our life to God. But, within
ourselves alone, we possess neither the power nor the
faith to keep that commitment as we should. We des-
perately need divine power to assist usin fulfilling
God's wonderful caling. That strength comes as a
gift from God.

How do we receive strength from God?

“But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit
has comeuponyou...” (Acts 1:8).

As Paul explained: “. .. It is God who works in you
both to will and to do for His good pleasure” (Philip-
pians 2:13). He a so wrote, with great confidence,

“1 can do al things through Christ who strengthens
me” (Philippians 4:13).

Isreceiving God's Spirit, like baptism, a necessary
part of conversion?

“ Then Peter said to them, ‘ Repent, and |et every one
of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Chrigt for the
remisson of sins; and you shall receive the gift of the
Holy Spirit ... (Acts 2:38).

“ But Jesus answered, ‘1 tell you the truth, unless one
isborn fromwater and the Spirit, he cannot enter
God's kingdom. Human life comes from human par-
ents, but spiritual life comes from the Spirit™ (John
3:5-6, New Century \ersion).

How and when does God give His Spirit?

“ Now when the apostles who were at Jerusalem
heard that Samaria had received the word of

God, they sent Peter and John to them, who, when
they had come down, prayed for them that they
might receive the Holy Spirit . . . Then they laid
hands on them, and they received the Holy Spirit”
(Acts 8:14-17).

The Scriptures, by example, show that God normally
gives the Holy Spirit to those who are baptized when the
true ministers of Christ pray for them asthey arelaying
their hands on them (Acts 8:14-17; 19:5-6). In Hebrew
6:1-2 the “ laying on of hands’ islisted among “ the ele-
mentary principles of Christ” that make up the founda-
tiona doctrines of the Church—showing it is a procedure
we should il practice.

WHEN SHOULD WE BE BAPTIZED?
How soon was Paul baptized after God called him?

“ And now why are you waiting? Arise and be bap-
tized, and wash away your sins, calling on the name
of the Lord” (Acts 22:16).

After Christ gppeared to Paul on the road to Damascus,
He sent to him a man named Ananias who spoke the
words above that Paul might regain his sight, be baptized
and befilled with the Holy Spirit (Acts 9:17-18). Paul
was baptized immediately.

Sometimes people delay baptism because they think
they must first become perfect. Others think they have
not learned enough. But such reasoning is incorrect.
The Scriptures record many examples of people who,
when they heard the truth of God explained, saw their
need to be baptized immediately (Acts 2:41; 8:12, 26-
38; 16:30-33; 18:8).

Being baptized and receiving the Holy Spirit are the
beginning of anew lifein Christ. We should request
baptism as soon as possible after repenting. Once we
understand that our previous way of life needs to be
changed and we sincerely want to change it, we must
have God's help to go forward. We receive that help
by being baptized and receiving His Spirit.

With whom should we counsdl for baptism?

“How then shall they call on Himin whom they have
not believed? And how shall they believe in Him of
whom they have not heard? And how shall they hear
without a preacher? And how shall they preach
unlessthey are sent?” (Romans 10:14-15).

Since baptism is one of most important actions
we can ever takein thislife, we should be sure to coun-
sel with aminister who istruly “sent” by God—a min-
ister who faithfully teaches and practices keeping al of
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God’s commandments and correctly understands the
teachings of the Scriptures.

WHAT NEXT?

It is beyond the scope of this lesson to cover every-
thing God does for us through His Spirit. In the next
lesson, however, we will examine how God, through
the Holy Spirit, works in those who have repented and
are baptized to transform their character to reflect His
holy, righteous character. We will explore the details
of how God continues the conversion process after bap-
tism, creating, in His servants, His own divine nature.

In the meantime we suggest you set aside time to
carefully study the Gospel of Luke. This account of
the good news of Jesus Christ is particularly focused
on His teachings relating to repentance and conversion.
We suggest you begin each study period with prayer.
Ask God to give you understanding. Ask Him to assist
you in applying what you read to your life. After you
have finished studying Luke, we suggest you review
what you have learned in this lesson.

If you desire personal counseling, you may contact
our office nearest you for information on how to get
in touch with a faithful minister of Jesus Christ who is
serving your area. All of the ministers we recommend
keep the commandments of God and are well trained
in Bible understanding. They reside in many areas
throughout the world. You may request their free coun-
sel and guidance without any obligation on your part.

For additional information on the subjects covered
in this lesson, be sure to request the following booklets:

e What Is Your Destiny?

* The Road to Eternal Life.

* The Ten Commandments.

* You Can Have Living Faith.

* The Church Jesus Built.

* Transforming Your Life: The Process of Conversion.

For your free booklets, please contact our office in
your country (or the country nearest you) listed below
or access our Web site at www.gnmagazine.org.

Points to Ponder

These questions are intended as a study aid, to spur
further thought on the concepts discussed in this les-
son and to help you apply them on a personal level.
We suggest you take the time to write out your
answers to these questions and compare them to the
scriptures given. Please feel free to write us with any
comments or suggestions, including questions about
the course or this lesson.

® How does the Bible define sin, and how wide-
spreadisit? (1John 3:4; Deuteronomy 10:4; Matthew
22:37-40; Romans 3:10-12, 20, 23).

® Are some sins obvious while others are hidden
within us? (Galatians 5:19-21; Mark 7:20-23;
1 Timothy 5:24).

® \What within us leads us to sin? What must we
do to deal with and to overcome self-deception?
(Romans 8:6-8; Jeremiah 17:9; Proverbs 14:12;
1 John 1:8-10).

® \What influences outside ourselves can tempt us
tosin? (Acts 5:3; Mark 4:15, 18-19; Matthew 13:20-21;
Ephesians 2:1-3).

® |s God's help necessary to even start to repent of
sin and turn to God? (John 6:44; Hebrews 4:15-16;
Romans 2:4).

® Must everyone repent? (2 Peter 3:9; Acts 17:30;
Luke 13:1-3).

® What is repentance, and what are some of its
fruits? (Psalm 51:1-3, 6-10; Luke 18:13; 3:7-9; James
1:23-25).

® Why is baptism important? What does it repre-
sent, and what responsibility comes with it? (Mark
16:16; Romans 6:4, 11-13, 17-18).

® Without God's great mercy and grace, is there
any way to be made right with Him? (Isaiah 59:1-2;
Romans 5:9-10; Ephesians 2:8-10).

® Does God's Spirit make it possible for us to carry
out our commitment to God? (Matthew 19:25-26;
Acts 1:8; 2:38; Philippians 2:13).
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