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Preface

The famous song by Julie Andrews begins with the words:
Let’s start at the very beginning
A very good place to start
When you read you begin with A-be-see
When you sing you begin with do-re-mi
With apologies, I’d like to borrow the second line as a title if I
may. The author of the Bible letter to the Hebrews referred to
’the elementary teaching about the Christ’ (Hebrews 6:1). While
I don’t have the exact same material in mind, that description
may also apply to what we hope to share. It certainly includes
‘laying a foundation of repentance from dead works and of faith
toward God.’ So, let’s begin at the beginning …
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Repentance - Turning Around Before
God

H

ave you ever watched a large vehicle that’s taken the
wrong road? It needs to turn around. This can be
difficult. It takes skill to reverse and turn something
as big as that on narrow roads. The word ‘repentance,’ as it’s
used in the Bible, means ‘to turn around.’ We find it mentioned
right at the beginning of Mark’s Gospel: “… Jesus came into
Galilee, preaching the gospel of God, and saying, “The time is fulfilled,
and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel”
(Mark 1:14,15).
From those words of Jesus, we see that it’s something we need
to do before we believe the Gospel. An easy or shallow form
of believing the Gospel, without first sincerely and genuinely
repenting, will not ensure our salvation from the punishment
that our sins deserve. And yet, repenting is something we
humans find so difficult to do. Our pride gets in the way.
God intends that we turn around in our thoughts and lives;
by thinking and acting differently to how we did before.
1
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The story is told of a young boy who was proud that his famous
dad owned a gun that he kept in the house. But, tragically,
one day when his dad was depressed he took his own gun and
shot himself. That changed the boy’s attitude towards that gun.
Before this happened, it was an object of admiration for the
young boy, now he hated it, for it had taken the life of his father.
His thoughts after the fatal shooting were no longer the same
as his thoughts had been before the shooting. He now hated
that gun because it had taken his precious father’s life.
Instead of that gun, now think about the sin in your life. Often,
before we encounter God we think it’s smart to commit sin or
else we take pleasure in it. We’re satisfied to please ourselves
and go our own way, and do our own thing. But then, one
day, something happens to make us think differently. We find
ourselves beginning to hate the very sin we once took delight in.
And so we turn from sin to God. Our thoughts are not God’s
thoughts. This is exactly what the Bible prophet, Isaiah, says
in his fifty-fifth chapter: “For My thoughts are not your thoughts,
Nor are your ways My ways,” declares the Lord. “For as the heavens
are higher than the earth, So are My ways higher than your ways
And My thoughts than your thoughts” (Isaiah 55:8,9).
Some people talk about acting in haste and then repenting
at leisure. In other words, they do something in a hurry, a
rushed decision, and then spend the rest of their life regretting
it. But repenting of something is much more than simply having
regrets. A thief may regret the fact that he was caught by the
policeman. That’s not repentance, at least not the whole story.
We said earlier that repentance is hard for us. In fact, it’s worse
than that. It’s impossible. The Bible tells us that it’s God who
2
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grants us repentance. It’s God who makes us willing and able
to repent. It takes nothing less than a work of God in the heart
and mind of a hopeless and helpless sinner who is dead in his
or her sins (Ephesians 2:1). The Apostle Paul said as much
when giving some pastoral instruction to young Timothy. He
said: “The Lord’s bond-servant must not be quarrelsome, but be kind
to all, skillful in teaching, patient when wronged, with gentleness
correcting those who are in opposition, if perhaps God may grant
them repentance leading to the knowledge of the truth, and they may
come to their senses and escape from the snare of the devil, having
been held captive by him to do his will” (2 Timothy 2:24-26).
Notice it’s God who grants repentance. We spoke earlier about
the young man whose attitude towards a certain gun had turned
from pride to hatred when it became the instrument that killed
his own father. May I ask: has there been a time in your life
when the sin that you once took pleasure in became a hateful
thing in your eyes, because you came to view it as the reason
why the innocent and sinless Son of God, Jesus of Nazareth,
had to die in your place?
Let’s pause now again by the cross of Jesus. Two robbers were
crucified beside Jesus on the day he died. Just like some of the
passing crowd, they also cursed Jesus, but one of the two robbers
as he was dying next to Jesus, showed a changed attitude. He
admitted he deserved to die, but Jesus did not. He called on
Jesus to remember him, acknowledging Jesus was the promised
king and saviour. Here’s how Luke describes the scene in our
Bible, in Luke’s Gospel chapter 23:
“And when they led him [Jesus] away, they seized a man,
3
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Simon of Cyrene, as he was coming in from the country,
and placed on him the cross to carry behind Jesus. Now
following Him was a large crowd of the people, and of
women who were mourning and grieving for Him. But
Jesus turned to them and said, ‘Daughters of Jerusalem,
stop weeping for Me, but weep for yourselves and for your
children. For behold, days are coming when they will say,
‘Blessed are those who cannot bear, and the wombs that
have not given birth, and the breasts that have not nursed.’
Then they will begin to say to the mountains, ‘Fall on us,’
and to the hills, ‘Cover us.’ For if they do these things
when the tree is green, what will happen when it is dry?’
“Now two others, who were criminals, were also being led
away to be put to death with Him. And when they came
to the place called The Skull, there they crucified Him
and the criminals, one on the right and the other on the
left … And the people stood by, watching. And even the
rulers were sneering at Him, saying, ‘He saved others; let
Him save Himself if this is the Christ of God, His Chosen
One.’ The soldiers also ridiculed Him, coming up to Him,
offering Him sour wine, and saying, ‘If You are the King of
the Jews, save Yourself!” Now there was also an inscription
above Him, ‘THIS IS THE KING OF THE JEWS.’
“One of the criminals who were hanged there was hurling
abuse at Him, saying, ‘Are You not the Christ? Save
Yourself and us!’ But the other responded, and rebuking
him, said, ‘Do you not even fear God, since you are under
the same sentence of condemnation? And we indeed are
suffering justly, for we are receiving what we deserve for
4
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our crimes; but this man has done nothing wrong.’ And
he was saying, ‘Jesus, remember me when You come into
Your kingdom!’ And He said to him, ‘Truly I say to you,
today you will be with Me in Paradise.’
“It was now about the sixth hour, and darkness came
over the entire land until the ninth hour, because the sun
stopped shining; and the veil of the temple was torn in
two. And Jesus, crying out with a loud voice, said, ‘Father,
into Your hands I entrust My spirit.’ And having said
this, He died. Now when the centurion saw what had
happened, he began praising God, saying, ‘This man was
in fact innocent.’ And all the crowds who came together
for this spectacle, after watching what had happened,
began to return home, beating their chests. And all His
acquaintances and the women who accompanied Him
from Galilee were standing at a distance, seeing these
things” (Luke 23:26-49).
That’s the story of the robber who turned to Christ in his dying
hours. His had been a wretched existence. But he exited this
world to regain consciousness in Paradise. He’d repented and
believed in Christ and so escaped the fires of torment. As I once
heard one young man say in a paraphrase of the apostle: ‘It’s
better to turn than to burn.’
A last word about that repentant thief. Will you take careful
notice with me that his place in Paradise was neither earned
nor deserved? If we were to somewhat fancifully imagine such
an undeserving applicant standing at the pearly gate (as it’s
popularly put, from Revelation 21:21). If someone, an angel
5
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perhaps, were to try to restrain him with the words: ‘Why
should you be allowed in here?’ Then if we think of the crucified
robber, here, of all people, was a man who could boast no
religious merit of his own. No life spent fasting, praying,
attending religious services. But what he could say was simply
this: ‘The man who died on the centre cross said I could enter
here!’

6

2

Salvation - Not by Works But by Faith
in Christ Alone

I

n some parts of the world, serious crimes are punished
by death. That is, criminals guilty of major crimes are
still executed by the state in some parts of the world. In
these areas, the guilty prisoners wait in cells on what’s often
referred to as ‘Death Row.’ I can vividly recall being in one
such country where the death sentence was still a reality for
persons found guilty of drug trafficking offences. I picked up
the daily newspaper one morning and read an article in which
the prisoners themselves, as they awaited execution, were called
‘the living dead.’ That particular wording reminded me of a
section of the New Testament of the Bible. It’s from the Apostle
Paul when writing to the Christians believers who were at first
century Ephesus:
“And you were dead in your offenses and sins, in which you
previously walked according to the course of this world,
according to the prince of the power of the air, of the spirit
that is now working in the sons of disobedience. Among
7
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them we too all previously lived in the lusts of our flesh,
indulging the desires of the flesh and of the mind, and
were by nature children of wrath, just as the rest. But God,
being rich in mercy, because of His great love with which
He loved us, even when we were dead in our wrongdoings,
made us alive together with Christ (by grace you have
been saved), and raised us up with Him, and seated us
with Him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so that
in the ages to come He might show the boundless riches of
His grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. For by
grace you have been saved through faith; and this is not
of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not a result of works,
so that no one may boast” (Ephesians 2:1-9).
Notice how the Apostle Paul began that section. He addressed
these Christian believers and frankly told them “you were dead”
before later saying they’d been “made alive .. with Christ.” This is
the core truth of the Christian message found in the Bible. It’s
hope for the hopeless; help for the helpless, and life from the
dead. To qualify for it, you have to be prepared to see yourself as
hopeless, helpless and dead in God’s sight. And you’re not alone.
That’s, in fact, the natural state of every human on the planet.
Here’s what the Apostle Paul says in Romans 6:23: “the wages of
sin is death, but the gracious gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus
our Lord.” God, our maker and judge, has pronounced sentence.
And it’s a death sentence. We’re all guilty before a holy God as
a result of the sins each one of us commits. The wages of sin is
death. We’re all on ‘death row.’ If you’ve never yet reached out
to God as a helpless sinner and trusted in the sacrifice of Jesus
after having turned away from your sins, then you are one of
the ‘living dead’ in this world.
8
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In the late 1990s, in Philadelphia, USA, firemen were called out
to a domestic house blaze believed to have been started by an
extension cord. It was extinguished in 10 minutes but the room
where the fire began was gutted. It had been a newborn child’s
bedroom, and although the ten day old child had last been
seen in that room, no body was found. The fire investigators
concluded that the infant’s body must have been consumed by
the intense heat and flames.
Now, let’s fast forward in time to a family birthday party in
Philadelphia six years later where family and friends were in
attendance. The mother who had lost her baby daughter in that
fire six years before was there, and she found herself staring
at a 6-year-old girl who was also at that same party. Later, she
told the police she ‘instantly knew’ she was gazing at the face
of her long-lost daughter! To prove it, she approached the girl,
pretended there was gum in her hair, and removed five strands.
DNA tests confirmed the mother’s intuition - it was her longlost child. The truth then began to unfold. Six years before, a
family acquaintance who had announced that she was pregnant
had visited the new mother and her day old daughter. She’d
then abruptly ceased contact after the tragic blaze. Police came
to believe she had snatched her friend’s newborn daughter and
then torched the family’s house to cover her tracks.
It’s hard to imagine how that mother felt as she was reunited
with her daughter, isn’t it? At first, the shattering grief at such
a tragic death. That had been the verdict of the experts. If
there had been room in her mind for any doubt, surely it’d been
numbed by the shock of this horrific episode. There would have
followed years of bereavement and attempts to come to terms
9
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with what had happened. Then after six years, unbelievable
joy! Amazing and wonderful as that must have been, it doesn’t
begin to compare with the spiritual reality of a dead sinner
being made spiritually alive through faith in Jesus Christ, and
with the sure knowledge that all of his or her sins are forgiven
for ever.
Many people want to know how their sins can be forgiven.
When you ask anyone if they have a home in heaven, that person
will typically say ‘I hope so.’ Almost always this is because they
believe it’s based on their performance. Have they lived a good
life? Have they done enough? Have they earned it? But let’s
return to the implication of the fact that the Bible declares us
to be dead in our sins in God’s sight until we throw ourselves
upon his mercy.
Imagine someone has died. The doctor arrives too late. Suppose
he takes out his bottles of medicine and various tablets, and begs
the (now dead) patient to take 2 tablets every hour! We know
this is crazy because a dead person cannot take any tablets to
help himself. But here’s the serious side: remember what we’ve
read from the pages of the Bible earlier; in God’s sight because
of our sins, we are dead even while we live physically. To be
cured or forgiven from our sins, we cannot help ourselves by
doing any good religious works.
Let me share with you what I think is the biggest lie in the world.
It affects people of different religious persuasions. It basically
comes down to this. People say: ‘When you appear before God,
he’s going to weigh up all the good you’ve ever done as well as
all the bad you’ve ever done, and if the good outweighs the bad,
10
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he’ll let you into heaven.’ That is an absolute lie. And here’s
the reason. Dead persons can do no good works for God! Let’s
hear it once again from the Bible:
“And you were dead in your offenses and sins, in which you
previously walked according to the course of this world
… we too all previously lived in the lusts of our flesh,
indulging the desires of the flesh and of the mind, and
were by nature children of wrath, just as the rest. But God,
being rich in mercy, because of His great love with which
He loved us, even when we were dead in our wrongdoings,
made us alive together with Christ (by grace you have
been saved), and raised us up with Him, and seated us
with Him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so that
in the ages to come He might show the boundless riches of
His grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. For by
grace you have been saved through faith; and this is not
of yourselves, it is the gift of God; not a result of works,
so that no one may boast” (Ephesians 2:1-9).
Salvation from the judgement of God on account of the sins
we’ve committed is all by God’s grace through faith in Jesus
Christ, God’s son who gave his life to settle our debt and pay
for our sins before God. Salvation is not by works but only by
God’s grace. Salvation has to be by God’s grace for the reason
we’ve been repeating: and that is we are the living dead of the
planet until we come to Christ for the salvation he freely offers
us through his once for all sacrifice for us on the cross.
Salvation is from the LORD ( Jonah 2:9). It’s from God alone
through Christ’s work. We are helpless, dead, and can do
11
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NOTHING. It’s Christ alone, by grace alone, through faith
alone. God gives new life in Jesus to all who call on him to be
saved from their sins’ judgement. In personal sincere faith, call
on the Lord to make you alive and make you his child ( John
1:12). We say again that we are saved by God’s grace alone, in
Christ alone, through faith alone.
Dead sinners need to be made alive and ‘born again’ into a living
hope – by believing on Jesus. Here’s something to take away
and think about – and I hope you do: ‘If we are born only once,
we will die twice (ordinary death then ‘the second death’ that
is the lake of fire); but if we are born twice, we’ll only die once
(and that at most, if we die naturally before Jesus returns).

12
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The Deity of Christ - Jesus Christ is
Fully God, the Son

L

et me ask you a question: ‘Who is Jesus Christ?’ Jesus
himself asked that question one day (Matthew 16:15,16).
Today, some people think Jesus is LORD; others think
he is a LIAR; and still others think that he was a LUNATIC.
How about you? What do you think?
There’s a story in the Bible (Mark 2:1-12) that demonstrates
a time when Jesus gave evidence that he really had forgiven
someone’s sins. The Jews who didn’t believe in Jesus already
understood that only God has the right and authority to forgive
sins. For them, that was a given. If Jesus could show them that
he truly could forgive a person’s sins, then that would be the
very same as showing them that he was God. How did he do
this? Well, you can read it for yourself in Mark’s Gospel, chapter
2. A paralysed man was brought to Jesus. This man, and his
friends who brought him, must surely have believed in Jesus’
power to heal. In fact, they were so convinced that they didn’t
let the crowd deter them. It’d seemed at first impossible that
13
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they should be able to reach Jesus through a dense crowd while
carrying their immobile friend on his portable bed. But they
found a way by climbing steps onto the roof of the place where
Jesus was and uncovering the roof and lowering their friend,
still in his bed, down to the very feet of Jesus as he addressed
the crowded room.
The paralysed man, and his interaction with Jesus, suddenly
became the sole focus of everyone’s attention. The man’s
faith was obvious. Would it lead to his being healed? Not
straightaway, it didn’t. For when Jesus spoke, he pronounced
that the man’s sins were all forgiven. In the ears of the hearers
that day, this was as shocking as it was surprising. The
eyewitnesses knew – and they were correct – that no-one but
God could forgive a random person’s sins. I mean, we can
agree to overlook someone’s bad behaviour if it’s been directed
at us. However, there’s no reason to suppose this man had
ever crossed paths with Jesus before this. The Jewish audience,
however, knew from their Book of Psalms that all sin is against
God. Sometimes, another person is on the receiving end, but
it’s always true that sin is against God, an offence against his
holy nature, a falling below the standard expected of humanity
that was made originally in the image of God. It’s precisely
because we were made originally in God’s own holy image that
all our shortcomings register as sin against the one who made
us. This means that when Jesus spoke those words, forgiving
the man’s sins, this was interpreted as Jesus making the claim
that he was God.
Sometimes you hear people saying that Jesus never claimed to
be God. The only sense in which that’s correct is in that he
14
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never said those exact words. In cases like this, Jesus left his
audience in no doubt whatsoever that he did claim to be God.
That’s why on several recorded instances, the Jews tried to put
him to death, and finally but only in God’s time, they succeeded.
In ways such as we’ve described, Jesus plainly claimed that he
was fully God, as well as being fully human. He was both, in one
person. So, let us think clearly: Jesus claimed to be God (after
all, that’s why the Jews crucified him). If TRUE then he is LORD.
If this was FALSE, then there are two options. Either, he knew
he was making a false claim (that makes him a LIAR); or he
didn’t even know that he was making a false claim (that makes
him a crazy LUNATIC). Notice there is no middle ground – it
is not possible for Jesus to have been ONLY a good man, a good
prophet, a good teacher WITHOUT being also God (because
good men don’t tell lies).
In Hebrews 1:8, Jesus is addressed as God (the Son) by God
the Father. The opening verses of John’s Gospel declare his
eternity (he was “in the beginning”). Those same opening words
of John’s Gospel also declare Jesus’ distinct personality (he “was
with God”) and his deity (for it says he “was God”). In John
14:9, Jesus said to his disciples that whoever had seen him had
seen the Father. The Lord Jesus could speak of people seeing
him because he – and he alone of the Trinity – has a body
(Luke 24:39; John 20:26,27; Philippians 3:21; 1 Corinthians
15:47-49). God is a spirit ( John 4:24) and Deuteronomy 4:12
tells us the Israelites saw “no form.” However, God can assume
forms temporarily (Exodus 33:23; Daniel 7:9), and the Bible is
full of descriptions of God which use poetic language or else
describe God in human terms for the sake of communicating
meaningfully with our limitations.
15
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Hebrews 1:3 describes Jesus as being the exact representation
(image) of God the Father’s nature. Again this is telling us that
he’s the same kind as the Father. As with a passport stamped in
an airport with the country’s stamp; everything on the one (the
stamp) is faithfully represented in the image on the other (the
passport page). Someone looking at the page will automatically
know what the stamp itself looks like (though it remains in
airport and has not been seen by them). To have seen the image
on the page means you’ve seen the stamp. To have seen Jesus
was to have seen the Father. The Bible is simply telling us there
is nothing in the Son’s character that’s not in the Father’s; and
nothing in the Father’s character that’s not in the Son’s.
John 10:30 teaches us that the Son and the Father are one in
nature; sharing the same character. However, they are not the
same person. The natural way to understand “the Father has sent
the Son” (1 John 4:14) is in terms of two persons: one the sender,
the other as the sent one. The baby Jesus, when upheld in the
arms of Mary, his mother, was at the very same time, upholding
the entire universe by the word of his power (Hebrews 1:3),
being also God’s son. How amazing is that! Christ, even the
Christ child, was not now God minus some essential elements
of his deity, but was God plus all that he had now additionally
made his own by embracing humanity. The Lord didn’t give
up any of his divine attributes at the incarnation, for then he’d
have ceased to be God.
The fact of Christ’s two natures — his full humanity and full
deity — is surely accepted by all Bible-believing Christians.
But we must understand that the two natures of Christ remain
distinct with their own properties and attributes. A wrong view
16
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once taught was that the human nature of Christ was absorbed
into his divine nature, similar to when we put a drop of ink
in a glass of water: the resulting mixture is neither pure ink
nor pure water, but some kind of third substance, a mixture of
the two in which both the ink and the water are changed. It’s
unbiblical for Christ’s two natures to mix together, for then he’s
no longer truly and fully God and nor is he truly and fully man,
but instead some different kind of being that’s a mixture of the
two natures. And what’s more, the two unmixed natures don’t
change one another. Each nature remains distinct and retains
its own individual properties and doesn’t change. Christ will be
both God and man forever. Ever worshiped as God, and ever a
worshiper of God.
But although Christ has two natures, we need to be clear on
the fact that he remains one person. At this point, we find
another heretical view we need to avoid. It’s the view that,
while acknowledging that Christ is fully God and fully man,
denies the reality that he’s only one person. In contrast to this,
the Bible is very clear that, while Jesus has two natures, he’s
only one person. In the New Testament, Jesus never speaks of
himself as “We,” but always as “I.” The fact that Christ has two
natures means that there are things that are true of his human
nature that aren’t true of his divine nature, and vice versa. For
example, only his human nature could be hungry. However, it’s
the case that things that are true of, and done by, only one of
Christ’s natures are nonetheless true of, and done by, the whole
person of Christ. If there’s something that only one of Christ’s
natures did, he can still say, “I did it.”
For example, Jesus says in John 8:58, “… before Abraham was, I
17
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am.” Christ’s human nature didn’t exist before Abraham, but
his divine nature existed eternally before Abraham. But since
Christ is one person, he could simply say that before Abraham
was, he is. Another example is Christ’s death. God is immortal:
he cannot die. That’s why we shouldn’t speak of Christ’s death
as the death of God. Humans, however, can die, and Jesus
Christ’s human nature did. But, even though his divine nature
did not – and could not – die, we can still say that the person
of Christ experienced death because of the union of the two
natures in that one person.
This also helps us begin to understand how the Lord Jesus
could say that he didn’t know the day or hour of his return
(Matthew 24:36) even though he’s (divinely) omniscient ( John
21:17). With regards to his human nature, Jesus Christ doesn’t
have all knowledge. But in his divine nature, he does have
all knowledge – and did and does know the time of his return.
Here comes the most fascinating part: Since the two natures are
united in one Person, Christ himself both knows and doesn’t
know when he will return to this earth! The birth of Jesus
Christ, what took place when the eternal Word became also
human flesh ( John 1:14), is the most astounding reality human
minds can ever grapple with!
May I conclude at this point with the personal appeal of the
Apostle Paul: Jesus Christ is the Son of God who loved you and
gave himself for you (Galatians 2:20). Do you believe that?

18

4

The Person and Work of the Holy
Spirit

H

ave you felt the wind blowing against your face? Well,
yes, of course, so you know the wind is real. But have
you ever seen the wind itself? Have you grabbed hold
of it in your hand? No, of course you haven’t. What’s the point
of these questions? Well, only that Jesus described the work
of the Holy Spirit to be like the work of the wind ( John 3:8),
and it’s the person and work of the Holy Spirit that we want to
briefly and biblically explore.
There’s a part of the Bible book of Acts that’s informative in
this connection. It’s describing a serious and solemn error
that occurred when the practice of Christianity was still a new
phenomenon. Although our English translations describe the
earliest Christian believers as having “all things in common,”
this clearly did not mean that they lived in a commune with
everything shared and with no such thing as private property.
No, but what was striking about their togetherness by the grace
of God was that if anyone among them had any need, their
19
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more affluent brothers and sisters gave assistance, sometimes
by selling their personal possessions to help supply the need
of others in the Christian community. At the end of the fourth
chapter of the Book of Acts, we have the example of Barnabas
who did exactly that. His giving was done with transparent
sincerity before the Lord who is the supreme giver. However,
it wasn’t always like that, as we now read in Acts chapter 5:
“But a man named Ananias, with his wife Sapphira, sold
a piece of property, and kept back some of the proceeds
for himself, with his wife’s full knowledge, and bringing
a portion of it, he laid it at the apostles’ feet. But Peter
said, “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to
the Holy Spirit and to keep back some of the proceeds of
the land? While it remained unsold, did it not remain
your own? And after it was sold, was it not under your
control? Why is it that you have conceived this deed in
your heart? You have not lied to men, but to God.” And
as he heard these words, Ananias collapsed and died; and
great fear came over all who heard about it. The young
men got up and covered him up, and after carrying him
out, they buried him” (Acts 5:1-5).
As the Apostle Peter explained to this Christian brother known
to us as Ananias, if he’d donated only part of the proceeds
of his sale that would’ve been perfectly fine. That was his
decision after all. But he decided to tell a lie, and to make
out that he was selflessly giving all the proceeds of his sale for
the benefit of others when in fact he wasn’t. Notice Peter began
by explaining that Ananias had not so much lied to the Apostles,
but to the Holy Spirit. Some falsely teach that the Holy Spirit
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is an impersonal force. Think about it: can you tell a lie to the
wall of your house? Of course not. But can you tell a lie to
your wife? Yes, sadly, that’s possible. What’s the difference? It’s
because your wife is a person, but the wall is not. You can’t lie
to a lifeless thing or to a mere abstract influence (as some cults
claim the Holy Spirit is). Ananias lied to the Spirit, so he’s truly
a person.
It is important to be clear that the Holy Spirit is a person. All
the elements of personality can be detected in scriptures that
clearly apply to him. For example, Romans 8:27 talks about his
‘mind’, when it speaks of the mind of the Spirit; Ephesians 4:30
informs us that he has ‘feelings’ when it advises us not to grieve
the Spirit of God; while 1 Corinthians 12:11 mentions the fact
that he has a ‘will.’ He does, or gives, as he wills. And so, we see,
from all these elements of personality belonging to the Spirit
of God, that he’s most definitely a person with a mind, feelings
and a will.
But he’s not just any person. If we return to the story of Ananias,
we remember reading that Peter says the Holy Spirit is God!
How is that? Well, Peter says that by lying to the Holy Spirit (v.3,
which was when he failed to disclose he’d held some money
back), Ananias had in actual fact lied to God (v.4). We can
plainly conclude from this that the Holy Spirit is God. Putting
it all together, this section at the beginning of Acts chapter 5,
makes it perfectly plain that the Holy Spirit is a divine person,
a member of the Godhead, that is, one of the trinity composed
of three persons: the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.
When Jesus died on the cross to substitute his life for all who’ll
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believe on him, the Bible (Hebrews 9:14) tells us he (the Son)
offered himself to God (the Father) through the eternal Spirit
(the Holy Spirit). The only being who is eternal is God. This
is why Hebrews 9:14 describes the Holy Spirit as “the eternal
Spirit” – someone who is present everywhere (Psalm 139:7) and
all-knowing (1 Corinthians 2:10,11).
That last point is drawn from First Corinthians chapter 2, where
we read that we’ve received the Spirit of God:
“… as it is written: ‘Things which eye has not seen and
ear has not heard, And which have not entered the human
heart, All that God has prepared for those who love Him.’
For to us God revealed them through the Spirit; for the
Spirit searches all things, even the depths of God. For who
among people knows the thoughts of a person except the
spirit of the person that is in him? So also the thoughts of
God no one knows, except the Spirit of God. Now we have
not received the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is
from God, so that we may know the things freely given
to us by God. We also speak these things, not in words
taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit,
combining spiritual thoughts with spiritual words. But
a natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit
of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot
understand them, because they are spiritually discerned.
But the one who is spiritual discerns all things, yet he
himself is discerned by no one. For who has known the
mind of the Lord, that he will instruct Him? But we have
the mind of Christ” (1 Corinthians 2:9-16).
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Wonderfully then, Christian believers are already able to know
what unbelievers are in no position to know. Christ’s followers
can know the thoughts of God himself because the Bible tells
us the Spirit of God lives inside them (Romans 8:9). This is due
to the Spirit of God searching the depths of God. The Spirit
has no need to do that in order to discover anything for himself,
for he’s God as we’ve seen. No, he does it so as to communicate
them to us. Our Lord Jesus spoke of how the Spirit would help
us in this way, back in John chapter 14:
“I will ask the Father, and He will give you another Helper,
so that He may be with you forever; the Helper is the Spirit
of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it does
not see Him or know Him; but you know Him because He
remains with you and will be in you. I will not leave you
as orphans; I am coming to you … On that day you will
know that I am in My Father, and you are in Me, and I
in you. The one who has My commandments and keeps
them is the one who loves Me; and the one who loves Me
will be loved by My Father, and I will love him and will
reveal Myself to him.” … Jesus answered and said …, “If
anyone loves Me, he will follow My word; and My Father
will love him, and We will come to him and make Our
dwelling with him” ( John 14:16-23).
Considering that in Romans chapter 8, we find the Spirit of God
described as the Spirit of Christ and as the Spirit of the Father
(he being the one who raised up Jesus), one writer (Hendriksen)
has written that “the Spirit is the person in whom the Father
and the Son meet one another.” There may be a sense in which
that’s true as they also meet with Christian believers in the
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Holy Spirit who indwells them. Our Lord Jesus spoke of the
experience of his followers after Pentecost. He described how
the Spirit of God would be dwelling ‘in their midst’ (meta) but
also dwelling ‘by their side’ (para) and even dwelling within (en)
them (see John 14:16,17).
When we come to vv.21,23, we find the love of the Father and
the Son realized in the Spirit. Father and Son come – and are
face to face towards (pros) the believer – and remain by his or
her side. Father and Son, in and through the Spirit, remain
by the side of those who keep themselves in the love of God.
It’s a felt, close, intimate relationship. This is the true fruit of
Pentecost. It’s about knowing intimate union with Christ and
the day-by-day communion that’s based on that. Of course, the
Bible not only says believers are indwelt by the Spirit of God
(Romans 8:9), but when they are “born of the Spirit” ( John 3:3-5),
they’re also baptized in the Spirit (1 Corinthians 12:13) and
that means they become eternal members of the Church which
is the Body of Christ (Ephesians 1:22,23), and sealed with the
Spirit to indicate ownership and security (Ephesians 1:13; 2
Corinthians 1:21).
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The Eternal Security of Salvation in
Christ

O

nce there was a famous football match – I’m referring
to the soccer variety of football – this was one match
played at a World Cup finals (in 1978) where one
team (Brazil) scored the winning goal – but the ball had crossed
the goal line a fraction of a second after the referee had blown
his whistle for full-time. The goal was disallowed. The team on
the receiving end (Sweden) didn’t lose their important result.
This was because the match had officially ended, and the result
of it was settled, before the ball crossed the goal line.
It’s more than good to know there’s something much more
important that we simply cannot lose: and I’m talking about
our salvation from the punishment our sins deserve. Once God
has granted that to us on the Bible’s terms, nothing, no-one, not
even we ourselves can take it away or give it away. Why not?
How can we be sure that we absolutely cannot be lost if we have
already made a genuine saving commitment to Jesus Christ,
God’s son? Well, thinking back to the illustration we opened
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with, we may still sin and if you like ‘score an own goal’ but
the result of our salvation still stands because it was finished
already, with the final result settled for all eternity, when Jesus
died on the cross before we sinned.
Remember how the Lord Jesus Christ in dying on the cross said
“It is finished”? ( John 19:30). That was like the referee blowing
the final whistle. What happens afterwards, our future sins,
cannot change the result once it has been applied to us when
we repent and receive Jesus as our personal saviour by faith
once for all. Let’s listen to the words spoken by Jesus one day to
a Jewish audience that included both believers and unbelievers
as to the vital issue of his identity and mission:
“My sheep listen to My voice, and I know them, and they
follow Me; and I give them eternal life, and they will never
perish; and no one will snatch them out of My hand. My
Father, who has given them to Me, is greater than all; and
no one is able to snatch them out of the Father’s hand”
( John 10:27-30).
Earlier in the same chapter, the tenth of John’s Gospel, Jesus
is called the Good Shepherd. Those who truly believe on him
are his sheep. The Good Shepherd cannot fail, he cannot lose
any of his sheep. If he could lose even one single sheep, he
wouldn’t be a good shepherd! God does not and cannot change
his mind (Malachi 3:6). If you are a believer, then it was he who
chose you to be one of Christ’s sheep (Ephesians 1:4). He was
the one – although you were quite unaware of it – who drew
you to Christ to believe on him ( John 6:37-45). You were his
and he gave you to his son ( John 17). Yes, make no mistake,
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Christian believer, that you’ve been chosen by God from before
this universe existed. That’s the ultimate in guarantees! Your
security doesn’t depend on you, but only on him.
There are so many ways of assuring ourselves biblically of our
eternal security in Christ, but the one that I personally find the
most persuasive is this fact whereby the Bible teaches us that
the primary salvation decision is God’s not ours - which means
that any view which permits us to lose our salvation seriously
underplays God’s sovereignty. Jesus invited people to come to
him and to rest in the knowledge of sins forgiven:
“Jesus said, ‘I praise You, Father, Lord of heaven and
earth, that You have hidden these things from the wise and
intelligent, and have revealed them to infants. Yes, Father,
for this way was well pleasing in Your sight. All things
have been handed over to Me by My Father; and no one
knows the Son except the Father; nor does anyone know
the Father except the Son, and anyone to whom the Son
determines to reveal Him. Come to Me, all who are weary
and burdened, and I will give you rest. Take My yoke
upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble
in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For My
yoke is comfortable, and My burden is light’” (Matthew
11:25-30).
In itself that famous invitation at the end of Matthew chapter
11 invites people to stop relying on their own efforts to obtain
(or keep) salvation, and simply come and then continue to rest
in the salvation which Christ is offering as a gift. But in John
chapter 6, the Lord pulls the curtain further back to reveal
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something of the bigger picture of what’s involved in a sinner
coming to Christ. He says: “All that the Father gives me will come
to me, and whoever comes to me I will never cast out … No one
can come to me unless the Father who sent me draws him” ( John
6:37,44). So, standing behind our coming to Christ in personal
faith, is God’s sovereign choice of each one of us who believes
on the Lord Jesus. We find additional clarity on this point in
the letter to the Ephesians, and its opening verses: “Blessed be
the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in
Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even as
he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should
be holy and blameless before him” (Ephesians 1:3-4).
A moment’s reflection ought to show us that if these things
are so - if the matter of our salvation and eternal destiny has
been of concern to God from before the foundation of the
world - then it’s highly unlikely that we should be able to toss it
away on a whim – or even by a later quite deliberate rejection.
Loss of faith in a believer is tragic, and brings about a loss of
enjoyment of the assurance of salvation, but salvation itself
as God’s sovereign gift remains, having been underwritten by
God’s own choice from before this universe came into being.
The outcome is already finalized in God’s purpose (Ephesians
2:6; Romans 8:30) – as far as God is concerned it’s as if we’re
already glorified with Christ!
Of course, this is what the Apostle Paul consistently taught.
You remember he taught the Philippian jailer “believe on the
Lord Jesus Christ and you will be saved” (Acts 16:31), but just
suppose for a moment that the gift of salvation is subsequently
conditional upon our own good works - then we can’t possibly
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know if we’ve done well enough to still keep hold of it or not
– and so Paul’s note of confident assurance to the jailer - “you
will be saved” - would then ring false. God wants us to fully
rejoice in his gift of eternal life, and his blessings of peace and
joy (Romans 15:13). The Apostle John wrote, “These things have
I written unto you, that you may know that you have eternal life,
you who believe in the name of the Son of God” (1 John 5:13).
Some, however, teach the false doctrine that the Christian
believer can be saved and then lost again. This error is the result
of confusing salvation with service. When a person professes
faith in Christ (as Peter did) s/he is built by Christ into his
[Christ’s] Church and is in fact baptized by Christ in the Holy
Spirit into that Church that’s known biblically as his, that’s
Christ’s, Body. This is the Lord’s action, and in this case this
is confirmed by the stated fact that the greatest known power
could not overpower Christ’s Church. We should check that, it
comes from the Lord’s words in Matthew 16:18 – “I will build
My church; and the gates of Hades will not overpower it.”
Did you get that? After confirming his identity to Peter while
at Caesarea Philippi, Christ proceeded to state the glorious
purpose he was about – namely building his Church, comprised
of all true believers of this age of grace (from the cross to the socalled Rapture event). Then he added that nothing, no power,
not even the greatest power known to the ancient world, the
power of death and the underworld, could defeat this great
divine purpose. Psalm 16:10 prophesied that Christ’s soul in
death went down into Sheol or Hades, the realm of the dead.
But the same disciple Peter says later in his preaching to the
Jews in Acts chapter 2 (v.24) that Jesus couldn’t possibly be held
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there in death, but God raised him up.
If God hadn’t raised up Christ from the dead, if the gates
of Hades had not been forced to yield for him, then this
great church-building purpose of the ages would’ve been
overpowered – but it wasn’t, nor could it be! Praise God for
that! Surely this fact of the gates of Hades and death not being
able to overpower Christ’s purpose in his Church precludes any
such notion as the dismemberment of a single believer from that
Body, that Church. Who’s going to mutilate or maim Christ’s
Body?! Our place in the Body of Christ is absolutely secured
at conversion. Through the baptism in the Spirit which takes
place automatically for each believer as they receive Christ
(1 Corinthians 12:13), we’re incorporated eternally into the
Body of Christ which remains without any defect whatsoever
(Ephesians 5:27).
Let’s take away from this study the message that says ‘once in
him, we’re in him for ever.’ The new birth, as with our natural
birth, is thankfully irreversible!

30

6

Baptism by Immersion - Required for
Obedient Service not Salvation

T

he story is told, and it may be apocryphal, that there
was a guard standing on duty when a volcano erupted
(Vesuvius, Italy, in AD79). He saw death coming but as
he’d not been commanded to leave his guardpost, he remained
standing there until he was covered in clouds of extremely hot
ash and rock fragments from the volcano. If true, that’s some
commitment!
I’m reminded of another story – and this is one that I can
totally vouch for as it was told to me directly by a colleague,
an international Bible teacher who was at the time conducting
a tour of the land of Israel. At one point he was talking to an
Israeli helicopter pilot. The man told my friend that some time
ago, he’d had a terrible accident. His helicopter had gone too
close to the edge of a gorge, and one of its rotors had clipped –
had touched – the side of the steep river valley. The helicopter
had come crashing down out of the sky. He’d been rescued, but
the rotor blade had cut through his leg very badly. The hospital
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team informed him they were going to amputate it. He pleaded
with them not to cut off his leg; he wanted them to try to save
his leg. Well, they mended everything as best they could, but
told him he would never regain any power in the leg again. It’d
be useless.
But this man was a very determined character. He really wanted
to continue to serve among the defence forces of his country.
He then went on to explain how he’d strapped his useless leg to
his bicycle pedal and cycled making his good leg do all the work.
The other leg was forced to follow, of course, and so up and
down it went. I don’t recall for how many weeks or months or
even longer that he did this. But to make a long story short, that
useless leg regained something of its old power. When the man
had got to this point in his story, my friend said an alarm had
sounded. At the sound of it, this helicopter pilot had – literally
– sprinted across the tarmac and climbed into his helicopter.
That, too, is real commitment to the cause.
The Lord Jesus wants his followers to show true commitment in
their love and loyalty for him. The symbol of this commitment
is our baptism. And by our baptism, I mean the time when
we’re buried completely in water before being raised to live out
our new, changed lifestyle without any of our old vices. The
Apostle Paul, in the Bible, in Romans chapter 6, says this:
“Or do you not know that all of us who have been baptized
into Christ Jesus have been baptized into His death?
Therefore we have been buried with Him through baptism
into death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead
through the glory of the Father, so we too may walk in
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newness of life. For if we have become united with Him
in the likeness of His death, certainly we shall also be in
the likeness of His resurrection” (Romans 6:3-5).
These verses show that our baptism is a symbol of our death,
burial and resurrection with Christ. That’s why our body must
be buried, not merely sprinkled (for that’s not biblical). By this
act, we’re identifying ourselves with Christ. We’re saying: he
died, and we died (to sin); he was buried, he rose again, and we
rose (to new life in Jesus). In our baptism, we realize that’s how
God sees us. Baptism to a Christian believer is like a wedding
ring to a married couple. The ring itself doesn’t make them
married (the exchange of vows before God does that), but the
ring is the sign or symbol that they’re married. Baptism is NOT
a requirement for salvation, it’s only a sign or symbol to testify
publicly to others that we are saved and belong to the Lord
Jesus. Remember, baptism is something WE do, and nothing
we DO can save us – only what Jesus did.
I often work in a country where people believe in ‘baptismal
regeneration.’ In case you haven’t encountered this, it’s the
belief that baptism in water (as distinct from baptism in the
Holy Spirit, Matthew 3:11; 1 Corinthians 12:13) is necessary
for someone to become a child of God, and so they’re saying
water baptism is required for them to have new life. In other
words, this teaching says that you need to be baptized in water
in order to obtain salvation from the penalty of your sins. In
checking that out, let’s come afresh to our Bibles. We’ll aim to
show – not only from Romans chapter 6, as already mentioned
– that believers’ water baptism is a public recognition of an
inner change previously brought about by God through faith
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on our part. Upon baptism, the Christian believer commits to
live to please the Lord.
I’ve repeatedly come across those of different denominations
who advocate that, without water baptism, we simply can’t
be assured of divine forgiveness and a place in heaven. Some
stumble over Acts 2:38. Surely, they say, this verse which talks
of being “baptized … for the forgiveness of … sins in order to
receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” is all the proof we need that
baptismal regeneration is an essential part of the established
New Testament pattern of teaching? However, before we could
conclude that, we must first apply the safeguard of comparing
scripture with scripture, allowing verses where the meaning is
plain to clarify our understanding of texts where the meaning
is either in dispute or seems difficult.
When we do that, it’s most likely we discover that the verse
we’ve mentioned in Acts 2:38 was some kind of special requirement to prove the genuineness of the faith commitment
of those Jews - and this for the reason that they belonged
to the generation who’d put Christ to the cross. When we
compare Acts 10:43 & 48 and also 19:2 & 5, the settled pattern
of Apostolic teaching becomes very clear: in each case the
forgiveness of sins and receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit
are plainly said to be given to those who believe, before their
water baptism. Paul sends a clear signal in 1 Corinthians 1:17
by saying: “Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the
gospel.” If it is taught that baptism is necessary for salvation,
how could Paul make such an emphatic distinction?
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essary for salvation rest their case strongly on Mark 16:16. If
only subjected to a superficial review, this verse seems to make
their case clearly: “He who has believed and has been baptized shall
be saved; but he who has disbelieved shall be condemned.” But if
anyone wishes to be contentious on the basis of this verse, they
must be faced up with the second part of it which focuses on
the critical element of belief alone in the case of those who
are not to be condemned. I often point out that I, too, am a
baptized believer and I know that I am saved, but the Scriptures
(including this one) teach that it’s crucially my faith in Christ’s
atoning death that has saved me from future condemnation
before a holy God.
It’s also worthwhile pointing out that the concluding section of
Mark’s Gospel – of which this verse is part – is not found in
early New Testament manuscripts. As a result, we can by no
means be certain that this is part of the inspired original text.
It’s foolhardy to base a doctrine upon a singular text whose
authority can, at least, be debated. And alongside this, Acts
22:16 can be satisfactorily shown to be in full agreement. Let’s
look at the verse: “… be baptized, and wash away your sins, calling
on His name.” Set at the time of Saul’s dramatic conversion, these
are the words of God’s servant, Ananias. Saul had encountered
the risen Christ on the Damascus highway. He too, had been a
high profile opponent of the Christian persuasion, and it might
be argued (as in Acts 2:38) that the public act of water baptism
was accordingly and again exceptionally required of him.
It’s not necessary, however, to understand the text in that
specialized way, but we can view it here in a way that applies
to all believers. For believer’s baptism is intended to be a
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watershed event in each of our lives (Romans 6:4; cf. 1 Peter
3:21). By saving faith, we are not the same person we once were
in God’s sight (Romans 6:6), and following our water baptism
we are not to live as we once lived (in our sinful past lifestyle,
Romans 6:11,12). So, the washing of Acts 22:16 can – and we
believe should - be viewed as the cleansing of our ways, the
removal of past vices, and the demonstration of a new lifestyle
no longer dominated by obvious sin.
In any place where the teaching of Ephesians 2:8,9 is so effective
against the error of a reliance on good works for salvation, it’s
sometimes found to be helpful to observe that baptism as a rite
or ordinance, is a ‘good work’ which we do in obedience to the
Lord’s command and, as such, it cannot bring salvation from
sin’s penalty. And the takeaway from this study on believers’
water baptism is: ‘You are not the same person you once were,
so no longer live as you once lived’ – this is the big message of
Romans chapter 6, and the practical lesson of our baptism.
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God’s Plan for Disciples

H

ave you ever failed to make something properly
because you didn’t follow the instructions you were
given? One company that sells self-build home-made
furniture provides a flat box that contains all the pieces of
wood and fabric together with bolts and a tool (spanner). The
instructions say ‘if you need to use a saw or a hammer, you’re
doing it wrong!’ It’s ready made to fit together easily but only
IF THE INSTRUCTIONS ARE FOLLOWED EXACTLY.
God in heaven, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus, wants
us (with his help) to build a house for him so that he can live
with us on earth. He’s always wanted this. But today, it’s no
longer a material house as it was back in the time of Moses
(the Tabernacle) or Solomon (the Temple). It’s a spiritual house
where true believers are the living stones (1 Peter 2:5) who
offer praise to God that’s described as offering up spiritual
sacrifices. By obeying the instructions of the Apostles’ Teaching
in the New Testament, these faithful believers come together
in local Churches of God. (We’re intended by the Lord to do
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the same as those believers in the first century – because God
never changes his mind – and we, for sure, can’t improve on
it). Taken altogether, these churches (all with the same teaching
and practice) fit together (like the pieces in the furniture kit) to
form God’s House today, as the spiritual temple where he lives
(Ephesians 2:22).
Imagine if you left a building contractor with a set of plans to
build you a house while you went off on a vacation. When you
get back, at first you’re glad to see that he’s finished the work.
But when you begin to look more closely, you begin to see how
different it is from the building plan you gave him when you
left. You start to complain: “Why is the kitchen on this side
of the house and not over on the other side at the rear where
I showed you?” “Oh,” he says, “I had a better idea. I assumed
you would agree!” Chances are you’d say: “Well, you’ve built a
house certainly, but it’s not my house the way I asked for it, so
I’m no longer going to buy it.” And you’d be fully justified in
saying that and walking away still holding your money.
It gets far more important than that when we start talking
about God’s house! Do you want to know why there are 40,000
different Christian denominations? It’s because people make
their own changes to the Maker’s original instructions or else
they specialise in only a part of the whole design. And where
do we find God’s plan? The instruction manual for Christian
discipleship is found written down in the Bible. Look at the
verses we’ll read in a moment from the book of Acts, chapter 2.
This book, following on from the Gospels, is the history book
of the New Testament churches. It describes how the very first
Christians served God. But it’s much more than that because
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it not only tells us how they ‘did church’, but how we’re also
supposed to ‘do church.’ How can we be sure about that?
Well, we need to step back and take a look at the whole of
the Bible. If we observe striking features surrounding the
Tabernacle construction and operation in the time of Moses,
and then see the same striking features in the New Testament
gatherings of disciples, don’t you agree that we’d be justified
in concluding we’d discovered the way that God desires his
spiritual house on earth to be built even now? For it’s a way
that complies with his progressively revealed and planned
design. In both Old and New Testaments, we read about God’s
people being redeemed, baptized and afterwards obedient to
the teaching of his Word. The Bible says (quite often actually)
‘Make sure you make it – your Christian life of discipleship –
according to the PATTERN’ (Hebrews 8:5)
It’s the repetition of features in the Bible that gives them their
prescriptive quality. Now, I want you to listen out for seven
points in the Bible verses that follow: they are ‘receiving the
word’; being ‘baptized’ by immersion in water; being ‘added’ to
church fellowship; devotion to ‘the Apostles’ teaching’; continuing in ‘the fellowship’ of the churches together; ‘breaking bread’
to remember the Lord; and participation in the regular ‘(church)
prayer’ times. Here come the verses now: “So then, those who had
received his word were baptized; and that day there were added about
three thousand souls. They were continually devoting themselves to
the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and
to prayer” (Acts 2:41,42).
The summary of New Testament local church life found in the
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seven points listed there is in agreement with all other biblical
texts. These steps were anticipated in the Old Testament.
They’re performed across the whole breadth of New Testament
Christian experience without contradiction. And this uniform
practice gets explained in more detail in the Bible letters that
follow. Did you know, there are actually 5,040 different ways
in which you can arrange any seven objects in order? But these
seven steps taken by the first Christians must be in just the one
arrangement that God endorses in the Bible.
Is it important, you ask? Okay, let’s put it this way. Imagine you
go to a restaurant and order a fillet steak. Thirty minutes later,
the waiter returns and puts a pizza in front of you, claiming it’s
the best pizza you’ll ever try. What would you do? I’m pretty
sure you’d send it back because it wasn’t what you ordered - not
even close. Well, God gave us his ‘order’ – I mean, he told us
exactly how he wanted to be served through his commandments
in the New Testament known as ‘the Apostles’ teaching’, but
instead of us delivering exactly what he asked for, we got
distracted by thinking about what we want and what others
seem to want, and by what’s been done traditionally by the
generations before us.
Perhaps, you’d allow me to share the original ‘S-C-R-IP-T’ or
scriptural pattern with you? I’m going to use the letters of the
word ‘script’ to hopefully make it easy to remember.
• S – means that in any one town there was one single church
regardless of how many companies it comprised. S is for
single.
• C – means that the Lord’s table was closed to all but
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baptized and added believers, with addition to one church
meaning addition to all. C is for closed.
• R – means that the rule of overseers was recognised in
each church: these acted together in matters affecting the
doctrine and practice of all the churches. R is for rulers.
• IP – means that the churches were all integrated people
in one interdependent community of churches, and not
independent (nor dependent). IP is for an integrated people.
• T – means that the Temple or house of God was comprised
of all the churches unitedly together in service. T is for
temple.
One writer (Francis Chan) tells a modern parable when he
says: ‘Suppose I was concerned about people’s health so I …
rented a building and painted a cool sign with a bunch of
happy vegetables on it. I began making drinks by blending kale,
carrots, beets, and spinach. My customers loved my drinks
and came daily. There was just one problem: there aren’t
enough health fanatics to keep my business afloat. My solution:
whipped cream. Once I topped my drinks with it, more people
started coming around. Soon after, I added chocolate syrup and
sales grew even more. Once gummy bears and M&M’s were
introduced, I started making a fortune. I would still boast that
my drinks contained some healthy ingredients, even though I
knew my clients were getting fatter and more lethargic. My
desire to run a lucrative business at some point overpowered my
original goal of health. At some point in the process, I should
have taken down the sign. Prayer, Communion, fellowship, and
Bible reading don’t attract large crowds. So we start adding
elements that will attract people. We accomplish a goal, but it
is the wrong goal’ (Letters to the Church (pp.96-97). David C
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Cook. Kindle Edition.)
He’s got a point, hasn’t he? The earliest believers didn’t try
to do lots of activities, but instead they devoted themselves to
just a few. The Apostles’ motto was ‘prayer and the ministry
of the Word.’ The priorities of those very first believers were:
prayer (Acts 4); the Word (Acts 6); witnessing (Acts 3-5); having
confidence in a God who could do beyond the ordinary (Acts 35); and embracing whatever hardship was necessary for God’s
work to progress (Acts 3-5). While they gave themselves to
these things, Acts 2:43 tells us “everyone kept feeling a sense of
awe.” Can we experience biblical awe without biblical devotion?
But still you might say: ‘That was then and this is now.’ I want
to say that it’s entirely reasonable to conclude on the authority
of God’s Word that if we do what the first Christians did, we
can make the very same claim they made – and that was about
being God’s house on earth. But, of course, if we do something
different from them, we have no biblical reason, far less any
authority, to make the same claim. Sometimes it’s said that the
mark of insanity is to keep doing the same thing and hope to get
a different result: for example, you’ve got the wrong key, but
still keep trying to use it in the lock in case it somehow works
after many failed attempts. But isn’t it entirely rational to do
exactly the same as was done 2,000 years ago and expect - yes,
claim - to get the exact same result? And so, finally, here’s our
takeaway thought: ‘Make sure you make it (your Christian life)
according to the PATTERN’ (Hebrews 8:5).
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The SCRIPT & What the ‘S’ Stands For

T

he last chapter of the book of the Bible prophet Isaiah
begins by weaving together what have to be the two
greatest concerns – or greatest privileges – of the
people of God in any era. Here’s what it says: “This is what
the Lord says: ‘Heaven is My throne and the earth is the footstool
for My feet. Where then is a house you could build for Me? And
where is a place that I may rest? For My hand made all these things,
so all these things came into being,’ declares the Lord. ‘But I will
look to this one, at one who is humble and contrite in spirit, and who
trembles at My word’” (Isaiah 66:1,2).
I’m always training myself to observe the context carefully as I
read God’s Word, the Bible. The meaning and application of
any text is controlled by its context. The same is, of course,
true for any speech or writing. As we begin the 66th chapter of
Isaiah, we’re reminded of God’s desire both now and in long
ages past to reside in some form of house or temple among
humans on earth – for him to be at the centre of a worshipping
people. So here, in the opening lines of this closing chapter
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of Isaiah’s book, we pause to note that the context in the first
verse is of building an acceptable house for God. Since this is
one of the greatest themes of the Bible, we’re conditioned to
see what comes next as being of great significance in relation
to this. And what God says next through his prophet is the
disclosure that he’s attentive – God is specially attentive – to
the builder who trembles at his Word.
Really, we should’ve been prepared for this. For when Moses
built God’s house, known as the Tabernacle, he was sternly
warned to do everything just as God commanded him (see
Exodus chapter 40). And roughly 500 years later, when king
David wanted to give expression to this desire of God himself,
he initially felt to “do all that was in his mind” (2 Samuel 7:3).
But, almost immediately, God sent the prophet back with a
correction of what had been David’s intention. God himself
would communicate the building plan (1 Chronicles 28:19). It
wasn’t to be David’s idea, but God’s idea. And God continues
to communicate his ideas to us today in his written Word.
We’re grateful that the Spirit of God moved the New Testament
writers to faithfully document the things that took place after
our Lord ascended into heaven and after the Holy Spirit had
descended at the Pentecost event when Christianity really got
started, as described in Acts chapter 2. Throughout the entire
Book of the Acts, we read the history of the first Christians, and
in particular we might say, we read of how they ‘did church.’
But still you might say: ‘That was then and this is now.’ I would
repeat that it’s entirely reasonable to conclude, on the authority
of God’s Word, that if we do what the first Christians did, we
can make the very same claim they made – and that was that
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they were God’s house on earth (e.g. Hebrews 3:6). Of course,
if we do something different from them, we have no biblical
reason, far less authority, to make the same claim. But isn’t it
entirely rational to do exactly the same as was done 2,000 years
ago and expect - yes, claim - to get the exact same result?
In this chapter, and the ones that follow, I want to expand on
something we introduced in the last chapter. Let me say this
by way of reminding you about it. We might hear or use the
expression that someone “isn’t sticking to the script.” What’s
meant by that, of course, is that someone has departed from a
previously agreed policy decision by a group. Now the Bible,
or Scripture, should literally be the script all Christians agree
to work from. And most would claim to do that, perhaps to
differing degrees of exactness. Should then the description it
gives us of what Christians did in the first century be treated
only as an outline guide, a starting point? Some might think
so, and be willing to go with a modern vibe. Some even talk
about “catching up with where the world is at now.” It’s fair to
ask the question – at the very least – whether such an attitude
fits our opening verse from Isaiah. Remember, it mentioned
God as paying close attention to those who, in turn, paid close
attention to his Word – and even went so far as to tremble at it.
Principles that are repeated in every age form the basis of the
position that says that what’s written in the Book of the Acts is
not only descriptive but it’s also prescriptive. In other words,
it’s not a mere outline guide but a detailed pattern to be followed
in all generations. Perhaps, you’d allow me to share the ‘S-CR-IP-T’ or scriptural pattern with you? If you’ll bear with me
I’m making a play on the word ‘script’ here, treating it as an
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acronym where each letter serves as the initial letter of a key
word in God’s New Testament prescription.
And so, we begin with the first letter of ‘script’ and that, of
course, is the letter ‘S.’ I want to associate with that letter S –
the meaning that, as we read the New Testament, we find that
in any one town (or identifiable place) there was one single
church regardless of how many companies it comprised.

‘S’ is for Single
Let’s observe how the Apostle Paul begins his first Bible letter
to the Christian disciples in the place then identified as Corinth.
There is still, of course, a modern city known as Corinth; but
when I visited it I was only interested in exploring ‘old Corinth’
nearby. It exists as ruins now, but among what are ruins today
the Apostle Paul once walked and evangelised the throngs of
people in the streets, market and synagogue. And when he
came to leave there in order to continue his epic journeys, he
left behind something that had not previously existed there - a
church of God.
That’s how he described it when he later wrote letters to
the disciples he’d made in that locality. He addressed his
letters very specifically to ‘The Church of God at Corinth’ (1
Corinthians 1:1,2). That was exactly typical of all his biblical
communications to any place where either he or one of his
missionary colleagues had established a local church. The
Church of God in any one town was one church regardless
of how many companies it comprised (Acts 4:23). That’s why
the S stands for single in this study. We’ll search our Bibles in
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vain for any mention of Churches of God in the plural at just
one specific place. There are indeed three times in the New
Testament where we read of churches of God in the plural, but
those are where a reference is made to a region such as Judea
or Galatia – for that region or Roman province would contain
many towns or cities (1 Corinthians 11:16; 1 Thessalonians
2:14; 2 Thessalonians 1:4, see Galatians 1:2,22; 2 Corinthians
8:1). In each place there was always at most one grouping of
Christian disciples in that locality, and it was known as the
church of God there.
No less than eight times in the New Testament of our Bible, can
we read of the Church of God in a given locality. Over 130 years
ago, believers on the Lord Jesus who were studying these New
Testament principles, were debating a dilemma about a typical
practical problem which had previously existed, and that was
over what should happen if an ‘assembly’ of Christians in a given
town should become divided into two or more factions. The
question was: ‘Were they all to be regarded as equally legitimate
churches?’
By paying close attention to God’s Word, they saw that there
was no indication that in the first century there had ever been
rival assemblies at odds with each other in the one place. They
couldn’t even find evidence for multiple churches existing in
harmonious fellowship with each other in any one place. It
was always only one church of God in any one identifiable
place. When the numbers of saved and water-baptised believers
who were all added into single church fellowship became
impractically large, they did find indication in Acts chapter
4 verse 23 that the single church gathered in recognised
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separate companies. They were constituted as one church of
God throughout that town or city, but when they gathered
physically together to carry out the core church functions it
seems indicated that they inevitably did so in sub-units of
church companies.
Each believer, belonging through addition to the local church
in that place, remained a part of the church 24/7, but when they
gathered together locally to worship, study God’s Word and
pray, they did so in their respective company, for example in
the home of John Mark and his mother, as would seem to be
the case for the Church of God at Jerusalem, as we can read
about in Acts chapter 12. And so, the ‘S’ in our use of the word
‘script’ to communicate something of the biblical pattern stands
for ‘single’ – there always being a single church in any one
identifiable place in the first century.
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‘C’ is for Closed

I

t’s good to remind ourselves of where we started in
this series of studies about the basics of what the New
Testament teaches for followers of the Lord Jesus Christ.
We started at the beginning – and that’s a very good place
to begin. Our studies began with repentance towards God,
followed by salvation that’s in Christ alone, by grace alone,
and through personal faith alone. We saw that’s a salvation
that’s eternally secure for the real believer in Christ from whose
forgiveness none can fall away. This is the Christ who is both
fully God and fully man, as revealed to us by the Spirit of God
who is an eternal divine person.
From there we proceeded to a study of believers’ baptism in
water by full immersion as a symbol of the burial of our old
persona that God considered as crucified with Christ, and so
dying with him to sin. All the old ways associated with our
previous Christ-less lifestyle are left behind in what’s meant
to be a true watershed experience. Finally, we came to the
realisation that we’re not only saved to serve but we’re called
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to serve according to a pattern. To see this, we need to take
a step back and get a clear perspective on the sweep of God’s
progressive revelation throughout the Bible.
It’s the repetition of features in the Bible that gives them their
prescriptive quality. God’s people, Israel, were redeemed by
blood; baptised at the Red Sea crossing; and served obediently
according to the Law of Moses in what was the pattern of teaching at that time. This agrees, in the New Testament, with the
steps of salvation, baptism and obeying the Apostles’ Teaching
from Acts 2:41,42 as shown to have been performed across
the whole breadth of New Testament Christian experience.
And this uniform practice gets explained in more detail in the
Bible letters that follow, for example, the Apostle Paul gives a
detailed teaching of water baptism in chapter 6 of his letter to
the Romans.
And what’s more, the ordering is important. For example,
salvation must come before baptism. The obvious reason for
this is the Bible’s own explanation that baptism in water is the
external symbol of the reality of what took place at the time of
our salvation. How also can we remember the Lord in bread
and wine at what the Bible calls the weekly Breaking of the
Bread by a church of God if we’re not yet saved and don’t know
him as Lord? God is called a God of order, and the seven steps
or footsteps of walking in God’s plan for our lives summarized
in Acts 2:41,42 are intended to be preserved in the order we find
them listed and practised in the New Testament. Our God is an
unchanging God and we’d expect that to apply to the principles
he has for those who serve him in any age. Christ may take the
place of an actual sacrificial lamb, but it remains salvation by
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the blood of a substitute, and so on.
Let’s now return to where we’ve already arrived at from our
previous study. We’re looking at the features of the pattern that
we observe the very first Christians continued steadfastly in
or devoted themselves to. You’ll recall we’re using the letters
of the word S-C-R-IP-T as our memory aid. After all, this is
about following the Scriptural script. When things happen
in our lives, it’s sometimes said that it’s as if ‘it was scripted.’
Well, our Christian service for the Lord truly has been scripted.
The script is the pattern in five essentials. We began with ‘S’
standing for single, with the reminder that we only ever read
of a single church in any one place, as shown for example by
Paul’s letters being addressed to the Church of God at Corinth.
Now we come to the letter C in the word SCRIPT, and in this
instance ‘C’ stands for ‘closed.’ We’ll now explain what we mean
by that.

‘C’ is for Closed
Towards the end of the nineteenth century, it was debated if
the truth of the universal body should take priority over its
local expressions. That’s to say, if the teaching of the universal
body of all believers was emphasized then it might be felt no
believer could be denied participation at the Lord’s Table or
Supper. However, if the responsibility of local gatherings was
stressed then this would imply a screening against say heresy
or immoral lifestyle.
Here’s some background. By the year 1860, the biblical teaching
of the universal body of Christ had been shown to be different
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from its expression in the local assembly. Study of the Bible
had shown that the Bible word for ‘church’ (ekklēsia) had two
important and different meanings in the New Testament. It
first signified the Church of which Christ had spoken when
he said ‘I will build My church’ in Matthew chapter 16. This
is the church into which every single true believer in Christ is
incorporated by being baptised in the Holy Spirit when they
first believe in Christ for salvation (1 Corinthians 12:13). At
the end of the first chapter of Ephesians (Ephesians 1:22,23),
the Apostle Paul calls it “the church which is his [that is, Christ’s]
body.” All believers whether dead or alive are members of this
church and can never be dis-membered.
If we confine ourselves to the present day, then what we
are saying is that all true living believers automatically and
unconditionally belong to it, so we may call it the universal
church in that sense. But there’s a second important New
Testament use of the very same word for ‘church.’ And that’s
when the context where it’s found makes it clear that it’s
talking about a local gathering of disciples of the Lord Jesus.
It’s to such churches in the New Testament that the Apostle
Paul, for example, wrote his teaching letters with words of
correction and warning at times. This is because believers were
responsible for the maintenance of these local assemblies: in
particular, instructions are given for appropriate behaviour at
the gatherings to bread break in remembrance of the Lord.
The freshly discovered and thrilling, biblical teaching about the
Church which is Christ’s Body (Ephesians 1:22,23) had brought
with it a very natural desire to express the unity of ‘the body’
in the simple ordinance of the breaking of the bread, shorn of
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all ritual, and transcending previous denominational barriers.
It was as the movement matured that people began to make
a difference between the unity of ‘the body’ and its various
local expressions. As more consideration was given to these
local expressions of Christ’s Body, a sense of responsibility
began to develop surrounding those who were considered
eligible to be communicants at the Lord’s Table in these local
settings. Rigorous debate took place between those who, by
emphasizing the “unity of the body,” claimed there should be
“full fellowship” by all professing “common life in Christ”; while
others in the debate were emphasizing the responsibility of the
local expressions of “the body,” and they insisted upon a more
restricted or reserved circle of fellowship which considered a
potential communicant’s beliefs and behaviours.
Achieving consistency in these matters was proving to be
somewhat of a headache. Christian believers were also debating
the significance of being ‘added’ for this seemed related to who
should be admitted to participate at the Lord’s Table. A decisive
turning point in the debate was understanding accurately what
people were added to in the New Testament record. Were newly
saved sinners added to the ‘body of Christ’? Or were believers
added to its local expression? From verses such as Acts 11:24,
it was understood to be the latter: those who were added were
already believers – already members of “the body” who were
being added to its local expressions in local churches. It was
also seen that when the New Testament says believers were
“added,” the sense was something like “they went over from one
party to another.” The Greek writers made use of this verb to
describe the act by which cities, towns, or provinces changed
their masters, and put themselves under another government.
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So, for example, the 3,000 persons “added” in Acts 2:41 left the
side of the scribes and Pharisees, and put themselves under the
teaching of the apostles and so under the Lordship of Christ.
There was also the question: “Was reception at the Lord’s table
a privilege only for those who were godly in life or was it a
basic right for all who possessed common life in Christ?” Many
came to see it as a privilege given by the Lord in accordance
with Scripture. They based this on words such as the following
from the Apostle Paul:
“Now in giving this next instruction I do not praise you,
because you come together not for the better, but for the
worse … when you come together it is not to eat the Lord’s
Supper, for when you eat, each one takes his own supper
first; and one goes hungry while another gets drunk … do
you despise the church of God and shame those who have
nothing? … For I received from the Lord that which I also
delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus, on the night when He
was betrayed, took bread; and when He had given thanks,
He broke it and said, ‘This is My body, which is for you;
do this in remembrance of Me.’ In the same way He also
took the cup after supper, saying, ‘This cup is the new
covenant in My blood; do this, as often as you drink it, in
remembrance of Me.’ For as often as you eat this bread
and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until
He comes. Therefore whoever eats the bread or drinks the
cup of the Lord in an unworthy way, shall be guilty of
the body and the blood of the Lord. But a person must
examine himself, and in so doing he is to eat of the bread
and drink of the cup. For the one who eats and drinks,
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eats and drinks judgment to himself if he does not properly
recognize the body” (1 Corinthians 11:17-29).
These scriptures plainly call for self-examination and show how
certain people were judged by expulsion when they despised
the church of God by their abuse of what was so evidently a
privilege at Corinth. This also shows that the setting for the
observance of this institution of the breaking of the bread is
properly within the corporate functioning of a biblical church
of God. For Paul wrote that to abuse the Lord’s Supper was to
despise the Church of God. From such considerations of the
Word of God, by paying attention to the script or scriptural
pattern, they held to the understanding that the Lord’s table was
closed to all but baptized and added believers, with addition
to one Church of God meaning addition to all. And so, the ‘C’
in our use of the word ‘script’ to communicate something of
the biblical pattern stands for ‘closed’ – access to the Lord’s
Table in New Testament times was closed to those who were
not suitably added to continuing church fellowship.
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‘R’ is for Rulers

T

hese days people like to try their hand at designing
their own clothing or garden or home extension. It’s
natural then, I suppose, for some to think the same
philosophy could apply to the spiritual landscape. Are we free
to design our own church? And that brings us to the question
of “How should we interpret the Bible?” Following the four
Gospels, we next come to the Book of the Acts of the Apostles.
This is the history book of early Christianity. It’s God’s history
book, telling us authoritatively about all that happened. But
the question is: “Should this be treated as a mere example to
guide us as a starting point or does it serve as a blueprint that
God still intends us to be using today, right up until the return
of Christ for his Church?” It’s either to be viewed as a record
whose underlying guidelines could be re-worked in different
ways at different times or as an exact pattern to be followed in
detail by churches in every generation.
Throughout the Bible – certainly from Exodus to Hebrews
– we find God repeating the words: “make it according to the
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pattern.” So, in some sense, it would be unusual, perhaps even
surprising, to come to any conclusion other than the one that
takes the happenings in Acts to be not only descriptive but also
prescriptive. In other words, we’re meant to serve by the very
same pattern. Let’s then continue to share the ‘S-C-R-IP-T’, that
is, the scriptural pattern, in 5 of its essentials. And, as spelt out
by the letters of the word ‘script’, let’s remind ourselves of what
they stand for – and indeed, let’s check them independently
against our own reading of the Bible:
• S – in any one town there was one single church regardless
of how many companies it was comprised.
• C – the Lord’s table was closed to all but baptized and
added believers, with addition to one local church meaning
addition to all.
• R – the rule of overseers was recognised in each of these
churches: with these acting together in matters affecting
the doctrine and practice of all the churches.
• IP – the churches were all integrated people in one interdependent community of churches, and not independent
(nor centrally dependent).
• T – the Temple or house of God was comprised of all those
churches unitedly together in service.
Now let’s deal with the middle item in that list, in other words:

‘R’ is for Rule
So far, we’ve talked about the two New Testament ordinances
of baptism and the breaking of the bread, sometimes referred
to as holy communion. We’ve noted them occupying positions
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two and six in the ordered list of seven features of a biblical local
church as listed in Acts chapter 2, verses 41 and 42. It’s now time
to mention the two church offices or officers we find mentioned
in our Bibles. By this we’re referring to church elders and
deacons. Many ecclesiastical traditions would recognise many
more, and would elaborate a hierarchical structure, but if we
were to stick to only what’s found in our Bibles we’re left with
just the two: elders and deacons. Our focus will be on elders.
The first century churches of God were ruled by elders (1
Timothy 5:17).
The rule of overseers was recognised in each Church of God:
these acting together in matters affecting the doctrine and
practice of all the churches. The word that we’re translating as
elder is a New Testament word that denotes a Christian brother
who is spiritually mature. Now it’s worth reading about Paul in
Acts chapter 20: “From Miletus he sent word to Ephesus and called
to himself the elders of the church. And when they came to him,
he said to them, ‘… Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock,
among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd
the church of God which He purchased with His own blood’” (Acts
20:17,28).
You’ll notice that after calling for the elders the Apostle Paul
addresses them as ‘overseers.’ Obviously, he’s talking to the
same group of people and he can equally describe them as
‘elders’ or ‘overseers.’ As we say, the word elder describes
the character of the church officer as being someone who is
spiritually mature, whereas the word ‘overseer’ describes not
the character of the person but rather his duty or function: he is
someone who oversees or supervises, for example the welfare of
58

‘R’ IS FOR RULERS

others. It’s also key to pick up from that same verse we’ve read
that it’s the Holy Spirit that makes overseers. Clearly, this is
something that gets recognised and formalised at a human level,
and is discerned by comparing the candidate over against the
list of qualities found in 1 Timothy 3. Such persons, made by the
Spirit, and appointed within the church, should be respected.
Proper biblical subjection to our church leaders doesn’t depend
on us recognising that they are necessarily correct in a particular matter; far less does it assume they are necessarily more
gifted than we are. We would have to say that’s not the issue. In
Hebrews 13:17 we are told to obey, and to submit to, our church
leaders. They’ve been recognized as suited by the Holy Spirit for
the holding of that office, as judged against that list of qualities
found in 1 Timothy 3. They should be respected, therefore, as
shepherds who are “apt to teach,” but it isn’t required that they
are the strongest in the Word (although you might expect that
to be generally the case). Nor are they required to be the most
active evangelists (although you might expect them to promote
and facilitate evangelism).
Church elders in the New Testament are consistently mentioned in the plural. There’s safety in a multitude of counselors,
the Bible says. We don’t read of a local church community being
presided over by a single person. What we can read about are
statements such as the following from Acts 15:6: “The apostles
and the elders came together to look into this matter.” Also when
difficulties, even accusations of malpractice arose, the Apostle
Paul wrote to Timothy: “Do not accept an accusation against an
elder except on the basis of two or three witnesses. Those who continue
in sin, rebuke in the presence of all, so that the rest also will be fearful
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of sinning.” This shows there was mutual accountability within
the local circle of the elders.
And the Apostle Peter makes it even more explicit when he talks
about his fellow elders. Despite being an apostle, he recognises
the other elders as his co-elders or fellow elders:
“Therefore, I urge elders among you, as your fellow elder
and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, and one who is
also a fellow partaker of the glory that is to be revealed:
shepherd the flock of God among you, exercising oversight,
not under compulsion but voluntarily, according to the
will of God; and not with greed but with eagerness; nor
yet as domineering over those assigned to your care, but by
proving to be examples to the flock. And when the Chief
Shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading crown of
glory. You younger men, likewise, be subject to your elders;
and all of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one
another, because God is opposed to the proud, but He gives
grace to the humble” (1 Peter 5:1-5).
The context there would strongly suggest that the subjection of
the younger to the older was within the local church oversight.
It went even beyond that, because the Apostle Peter was
addressing his letters to believers in the churches that were
located in a wide area comprised of the five Roman provinces
that he names in the opening greeting. Very clearly then, none
of these local churches in the earliest Bible times were under
the authority of just one man – whether he was called elder or
pastor or was known by any other title. The New Testament
emphasises, for example in 1 Corinthians chapter 12, some of
60

‘R’ IS FOR RULERS

the spiritual gifts that are given to believers. Christians were
never intended to be spectators, allowing all the work to be
done by one person.
Rather the vision that comes across overall from its pages is that
of a company of born-again disciples, all baptized by immersion
in water, all added locally to church of God fellowship, all within
an overall community serving according to one pattern of
teaching everywhere, maintained under a fellowship of elders,
and separated to God. And so, the ‘R’ in our use of the word
‘script’ to communicate something of the biblical pattern stands
for ‘rulers’ – and we’ve noted that it’s in the plural for each local
church.

61

11

‘IP’ is for an Integrated People

I

f we stand back, we see that overall in the New Testament
the vision is of a company of born-again disciples, all
baptized by immersion in water, all added locally to church
of God fellowship, all within an overall community serving
according to one pattern of teaching everywhere, maintained
under a fellowship of elders, and separated to God. In summary
then, as can be seen from that, the Churches of God were
all integrated in one interdependent community of churches,
and were not independent. There have been periods of more
modern church history when local churches insisted on their
independence. When difficulties arose, and influential voices
failed to settle matters, it was seen as improper to allow
believers from both sides to enjoy uninterrupted fellowship
with other assemblies. This forced sides to be taken. Since all
assemblies acted independently of each other, there was never
any way of ensuring consistency. This was at times the sad
result of not working to the detailed scriptural plan as that
provided a workable solution to these vexing problems.
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Let’s then continue to share the ‘S-C-R-IP-T’, that is, the
scriptural pattern, in 5 of its essentials. And, as spelt out by the
letters of the word ‘script’, let’s remind ourselves of what they
stand for – and indeed, let’s check them independently against
our own reading of the Bible:
• S – in any one town there was one single church regardless
of how many companies it was comprised.
• C – the Lord’s table was closed to all but baptized and
added believers, with addition to one local church meaning
addition to all.
• R – the rule of overseers was recognised in each of
these churches: with these men acting together in matters
affecting the doctrine and practice of all the churches.
• IP – the churches were all integrated people in one interdependent community of churches, and not independent
(nor dependent).
• T – the Temple or house of God was comprised of all those
churches unitedly together in service.
Now let’s deal with the fourth item in that list, in other words:

‘IP’ is for Integrated People
Suppose someone were to ask: “Where in the Bible do we get the
idea that each local church should be interdependent with other
local churches in an overall community or fellowship?” He or
she might add: “What’s wrong with different local churches
being autonomous to the extent of making their own decisions
about fundamental teaching?” Let me try to say something
about this based on the position we find in the New Testament.
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But, before we begin, I think we’d want to clarify, of course,
that we would doubtless all agree that local elders have to be
responsible for all the local operational matters belonging to
their church. Beyond that, I wonder if you’d bear with me
dealing with this under three headings in turn as they relate to
theological, historical and practical points of view.
First, there’s the theological basis for God’s people being an
integrated people: This tracks all the way back to the bedrock
truth of what is known in the New Testament as the Church
that is Christ’s Body. The Apostle Paul refers to this Church by
that name at the end of his first chapter when writing to the
Ephesians (Ephesians 1:22,23). It’s the same Church Christ
spoke of when he said “I will build My church” in Matthew
chapter 16. This is the church into which every single true
believer in Christ is incorporated by being baptised in the
Holy Spirit when they first believe in Christ for salvation (1
Corinthians 12:13). As mentioned, the Apostle Paul calls it “the
church which is his [that is, Christ’s] body.” All believers whether
dead or alive are members of this church and can never be
dis-membered from it. If we confine ourselves to the present
day, then what we are saying is that all true living believers
automatically and unconditionally belong to it, so we may call
it the universal Church, in that sense.
This universal Church truth that’s taught plainly in Scripture
– the truth of the Church the Body – is a strong background
indicator that argues – at the local church level – for a coordinated inter-church or connectional approach between
local churches. And that’s because each local testimony is a
characteristic sample of the whole Body (1 Corinthians 12:27).
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The implications of this (Body) teaching reaches down to all
believers as individuals. For each and every believer has a
spiritual gift (e.g. 1 Peter 4:10). The Apostle Paul in fact
takes up the metaphor of the human body when he deals with
this (in 1 Corinthians 12). He says, in the same way that our
body has different members with complementary functions,
for example think of the eye, the ear, the nose, the hand and
the foot. Obviously, these all have different roles to play in
serving the whole body. His point is that we as believers need
one another, because not everyone is equipped as a teacher
or an evangelist or as an administrator. Now, if the reality of
teaching to do with the Body of Christ reaches down to the
individual level of each believer, then it must surely apply at
the intermediate local church level.
The result of autonomy (independence) – sooner or later –
would be that individual, local churches would act in opposing
ways to each other in teaching and practice. And that would be
a real denial of the background Church the Body truth which
these very same local churches are designed to express in visible
terms. When the Apostle Paul wrote his letter to the Ephesian
Christians, he refers to the Church the Body of Christ in two
ways or two senses. First, he describes it as it appears before
God, or as we might say in its ultimate sense – and in that
sense he talks of it being perfect, without defect. On the other
hand, Paul also deals very much with its representation on
earth in the here and now. And that’s where his addressing of
these local New Testament churches, such as the Church of
God at Ephesus, comes in. Paul always stressed they should all
have one teaching, one practice (see 1 Corinthians 4:17; 7:17);
otherwise, they would be doing a rather poor job of showcasing
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the universal church.
Second, there’s the historical basis for God’s people being
an integrated people: As we said at the start of this study,
the overall picture, at the topmost level of exposition, the New
Testament picture that emerges directly from a plain reading
of the history book of the Acts of the Apostles is that of bornagain believers, baptized in water by immersion, added to local
Church of God fellowship, all within an overall community
(a.k.a. the holy nation, kingdom of God, holy priesthood,
spiritual house …), which everywhere remained loyal to a single
set of doctrines that we’re calling the biblical pattern or its
recognised standard of teaching (1 Corinthians 4:17; 7:17; 2
Timothy 1:13-14; Jude 3). It was this that served as the basis for
them to be maintained in unity under a fellowship of elders (1
Peter. 5:1 cp. 1 Peter 1:1), while existing in separation from the
world ( John 17; 2 Corinthians 6) and from ecclesiastical error
(2 Thessalonians 3; 2 Timothy 2).
Think again of the group names we’ve used there. They all
come directly from the pages of our Bibles. Remember them?
Group names or nouns such as “kingdom,” “priesthood,” and
“nation.” How can the use of these collective nouns, and the
clear vision of togetherness that surrounds them, support the
idea of locally autonomous churches?
Third, there’s the practical basis for God’s people acting
as an integrated people: The first century local Churches
of God were united in practice by letters of commendation
(2 Corinthians 3:1), and the sending of relief supplies to
each other (e.g. the end of Acts 11). In this context, 2
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Corinthians 8 is particularly revealing in that it demonstrates
the inter-dependence that existed among, and between, the
local churches mentioned on the pages of our Bibles – when
it talks about “among the churches … all the churches … by the
churches … of the churches … and before the churches.”
These churches that were so clearly linked in the New Testament didn’t resolve conflict and disputes on an autonomous
basis. In Acts 15, a significant problem arising at Antioch was
not resolved in isolation at that locality alone which is what we
would have expected to happen on the basis of the autonomous
local church model. And is not Paul’s appeal to the local
church at Corinth to come into line with the uniform practice
of Churches of God elsewhere (1 Corinthians 11:16) quite
devastating to any autonomous policy? The excommunicated
brother at Corinth could have sailed across the Aegean to be
received into church fellowship at Ephesus if there was nothing
more than local autonomy in each place.
The follow-up teaching regarding the listing of excommunicable sins and disinheritance from the overall kingdom (in 1
Corinthians 6:9-11) further shows how unworkable this would
have been if it had been the case that, for example, the brother
we read about who was disfellowshipped at Corinth had been
able to go down the road to Cenchrea and break bread with
the disciples there. If the churches had not been connectional
in their operation, then biblical discipline would have been
very easy to side-step and avoid. For Biblical discipline to be a
workable proposition, there’s got to be co-ordination between
elders in every church (as foreshadowed by such co-ordination
between city elders in Deuteronomy 19:12 in Israel) or else
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it’s simply not workable - as history at times has proved, sadly.
And so, the ‘IP’ in our use of the word ‘script’ to communicate
something of the biblical pattern stands for ‘integrated people.’
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e’re tracing finally, how the ‘T’ stands for ‘temple’
in our use of the word ‘script’ to communicate
something of the biblical pattern. Let me remind
you that we’re making a play on the word ‘script’ in these studies
we’re now completing. We’ve been treating the word ‘script’ as
an acronym where each letter serves as the initial letter of a key
word in God’s New Testament prescription. So, as we say:

‘T’ is for Temple
We’re going to get into one New Testament passage in particular, and in summary, the result will be to confirm that in the first
century, the spiritual Temple (or house) of God was understood
to be comprised of all the local churches of God taken together
in united service. This served as the update on the physical
temple of the Old Testament, notably the first one built by king
Solomon. Well, let’s begin by having a short reading from the
end of the second chapter of the Apostle Paul’s letter written to
the Ephesians:
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“So then you are no longer strangers and foreigners, but
you are fellow citizens with the saints, and are of God’s
household, having been built on the foundation of the
apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the
cornerstone, in whom the whole building [or it could read
‘every building’], being fitted together, is growing into a
holy temple in the Lord, in whom you also are being built
together into a dwelling of God in the Spirit” (Ephesians
2:19-22).
We’re emphasizing overall that God’s ultimate purpose is not
our salvation, but rather that we should be something for him,
and for his glory. Previously, in Deuteronomy 32:9, God once
said of his former people, Israel, that they were his “portion”
and his “inheritance.” Now, here in this chapter, Paul’s making
it clear, the same racial barrier no longer applies. God is now,
in this age, dealing with Gentiles on an equal footing with Jews.
That’s the difference the cross has made. Jews and Gentiles
– together – can now be something for God even while here
on earth. They are fellow-members of the Church which is
Christ’s Body, which when viewed in the eternal or heavenly
realm is complete and perfect. But we also see its members
who are on earth – specifically those to whom Paul writes in
the Church of God at Ephesus – members on earth who are
struggling to grasp what God intends them to become for him
now. And Paul’s been praying in chapter one that they’ll grasp
it.
Paul tells this Gentile local church that they’re no longer
separate from Christ, nor excluded from the promises, nor
strangers with neither hope nor God. Far from it, they’ve
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actually been brought, he says, into “the household of God.” The
word used there means either family or house, and we must
in every case seek out which is the correct meaning from the
immediate context. Here, since there’s talk about building, and
about a foundation and cornerstone, Paul has to be referring to
‘the house’ rather than ‘the family’ of God in this instance. This
is a topic of Bible-wide significance, and perfectly fits the flow
of thought here as Paul thinks about saved men and women
being built up in the Apostles’ teaching to be something for God
by their offering service to God in an organized and structured
way – which was an expansion upon the exclusively Jewish
arrangements of the Old Testament.
In other words, Paul at the end of chapter 2, begins to elaborate
on what God has in mind as the present goal of our conversion
experience – which is that we should become a house or temple
for God on the earth. In these terms, Paul’s not describing a
scene in the eternal heavenly realms, but he’s talking about a
temporal and spiritual structure on this earth which believers
such as those in the Church of God in Ephesus were then part of.
Nowhere, in fact, does Paul ever describe the entire Church the
Body as a temple. Quite the opposite, he says in 1 Corinthians
3:16,17 that God’s temple is capable of being destroyed – a
fate which can never befall the Body of Christ, as the Lord’s
famous words in Matthew 16 prove. The Lord said there, you
remember, that the gates of Hades would never prevail against
his Church, which is his Body. But, Bible-wide, the destruction
of some of God’s previous earthly residences (or temples) is
well documented - for example at Shiloh and Jerusalem, where
his temporary tabernacle and, later, more permanent temple
had once stood. We see then that God’s temple is not the same
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as Christ’s Body.
Having said that, it’s curious how so many commentators
simply assume Paul has nothing other than the Church the
Body in his sights here at the end of Ephesians chapter 2 –
even to the point that it has an impact on the very translation
of verse 21 – should it read “all the building” or should it say
“every building” in relation to the thing that’s growing into a
holy temple in the Lord? The point at dispute is the word “the”
– is it properly there or not? More than half of the ancient
manuscripts witness to its absence – and that being the case,
respected Greek language authorities say conclusively that
the most accurate meaning here is “every building.” In turn,
this means we’re talking about a built-up structure on earth
which is spoken about as having a foundation and a cornerstone
and is overall comprised of individual buildings but altogether
forming a single temple.
In all these particulars, what we have described here is reminiscent of the disciples in Matthew 24:1 pointing out to Jesus “the
buildings of the temple” – that is the rebuilt Jerusalem temple,
Herod’s beautified temple as it was then. That can only be a
helpful analogy, of course, for within Christianity we know
physical structures have no importance. They’ve been replaced,
and let’s remind ourselves with what. The local Church of God
at Corinth was in every way exactly like the local Church of God
at Ephesus to which Paul was currently writing. How did Paul
describe that local church? He described those who formed
it by saying to them: “you are God’s building” (1 Corinthians
3:9), and then he further says to them in 1 Corinthians 12:27:
“you are [in character] Body of Christ.” In other words, each
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local fellowship of faithful disciples – each carefully following
the Apostles’ teaching – each of them took its character from
the Church the Body, and, together with all the other local
fellowships, they were “the buildings of the temple” that’s being
described here in overall terms at the end of Ephesians chapter
2 – and it’s a spiritual temple or house (see 1 Peter 2:5), the New
Testament answer to the Jerusalem Temple after the cross.
So while the Temple of God and the Body of Christ are different,
there’s a clear connection between them, of course, as the
Temple derives its character from the Body. Obedient believers
like those to whom Paul was writing, are charged to visibly
express – in character – and on earth, the wonderful reality
of Christ’s Church. Sadly, we fail to do that when throughout
Christendom we’re divided by differences. So, for all believers
today, as those enlightened at the time of their salvation, Paul’s
prayer in chapter one applies. And that prayer was: “I pray that
the eyes of your heart may be enlightened, so that you will know
what is the hope of His calling, what are the riches of the glory of
His inheritance in the saints, and what is the boundless greatness of
His power toward us who believe” (Ephesians 1:18,19).
Remember, he’s praying that we come to experience more of
God personally – and he tells us how that can happen. It’s when
we travel to the end of this chapter with Paul – as we’ve done
– and see how we, too, are invited to be included in belonging
to this temple that’s made up of people – people whom God is
delighted to view today as his inheritance – in the same way
as he once regarded Israel as being that. This is the hope God
wants to realize now by calling us through the Gospel, and it’s
surely a major part of the good works he’s prepared for us to
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do before the world began to exist!
Summing up, the Temple (house) of God was understood to be
comprised of all the Churches of God together in united service.
And so, the ‘T’ in our use of the word ‘script’ to communicate
something of the biblical pattern stands for ‘temple’ – one
overall temple.
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Finding Christ in the Old Testament
“They said to one another, ‘Were our hearts not burning within
us when He was speaking to us on the road, while He was
explaining the Scriptures to us?’” (Lk.24:27:32) Burning hearts!
The inevitable result of having the Bible explained so it all
begins to make sense and the person and work of Christ, its
central character, comes into sharper focus. I used to think it
would be wonderful to know what Old Testament incidents,
symbols and themes the Lord unpacked for them. The way to
do it seems obvious now! Wouldn’t they be the same things
that he and his Apostles spoke about - things that were later
recorded and expounded in the New Testament? This book is
the result of that thought process and picks up on these themes
using as near as possible the order in which we encounter them
in the Old Testament, including:
•
•
•
•

Born of a Woman (Galatians 4:4)
The Type of Him Who Was to Come (Romans 5:14)
The Only Begotten Son (Hebrews 11:17-19)
Christ Our Passover (1 Corinthians 5:7)
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• The Bread That Came Out of Heaven ( John 6:51)
• Sacrifice and Offering (Hebrews 10:5) & The Blood of Goats
and Bulls (Hebrews 9:13)
• The Firstfruits
• The Ashes of a (Red) Heifer (Hebrews 9:13)
• The Bronze Serpent
• The King-Priest
• The Suffering Servant (1 Peter 2:24)
• Son of Man (Matthew 26:62)
• The Sign of Jonah (Matthew 12:39)

A Greater Sense of God: A Divine Invitation to
Intimacy
On January 28, 1986, 7 Space Shuttle Challenger astronauts
exited gravity and entered eternity. President Reagan gave
quite a speech that day, paraphrasing the poetry of an Air Force
volunteer: they “slipped the surly bonds of earth … and touched
the face of God.” To touch the face of God suggests intimacy,
as with someone we know well. In the Bible, we often find
expressions such as “seeking God’s face” to describe prayer, and
occasionally “the softening of his face” which suggests soothing,
possibly by touching. One of the most amazing revelations
about God in the Bible is that he wants you and me to become
intimate with him - and the goal of this book, starting with
God’s revelation to the prophet Ezekiel, is quite simply to help
that become a reality.
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The Journey of the Ark
In the days of Moses, God lived in the Tabernacle tent in the
middle of his people - a portable structure that moved with
them on their journey. It included the sacred chest known as
the ark of the covenant, normally located in the holy innermost
part of God’s house which symbolized the Lord’s presence. In
this short book, Bible teacher Brian Johnston traces the ark’s
500-year journey from Sinai to Zion and explains how the ark
is a picture of the Lord Jesus who accompanies Christians on
their spiritual journey, and gives lessons for our daily walk
today.

Our God Reigns! The Awesome Sovereignty of God
“We are still masters of our fate. We still are captains of our
souls,” said Winston Churchill in World War 2, paraphrasing a
fragment of a famous poem also admired by Nelson Mandela.
Perhaps it’s become a cultural meme, but is it in step with the
Bible’s theme? Can we control our own destiny, or is it all down
to chance? Who, or what, is in charge of history?
To be credible, any worldview must answer four questions about our origins, our morality, our (life’s) meaning, and our
destiny. When the author’s daily Bible readings took him to
Isaiah 37-47, he found the Biblical worldview does just that in
an impressive declaration and demonstration of the sovereignty
of God. That’s what led to the writing of this book, which along
the way seeks to answer some important questions that have
puzzled people for centuries:
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• What does the Bible categorically say about human origins?
• Does God change his mind?
• Why did God order the killing of peoples in the Old
Testament?
• Has Israel been left out of God’s purposes?
• Why bother praying?
• Was Jesus’ crucifixion simply a terrible accident?
• Does God decide who is saved and who isn’t?
• What are God’s purposes in the end times?
• Does man have free wills?
• Do the sign gifts operate today in God’s purposes?
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