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Introduction
Thirteen years ago, the love of God invaded my life, and I surrendered, accepting Jesus Christ as my Saviour and my Lord.  Nearly ten years ago, the calling of God intruded, and I submitted myself to a life serving God in full-time pastoral ministry.  Nearly five years ago, Edmonton Chinese Baptist Church called me as their full-time English Pastor to serve their growing English congregation composed primarily of second-generation Chinese Canadian youth.  This spring, ECBC has recommended me for ordination within the Canadian Convention of Southern Baptists.  I am honored and overwhelmed by the prospect of being an ordained minister of Jesus Christ.  But then, I have been honored and overwhelmed since the first day, over thirteen years ago, that I recognized that there is a God, and understood that He loves me enough to die for me.

In preparing this ordination paper, I have not sought to review the ordination papers of any peers or mentors.  [The closest thing to a framework for this paper has been the CCSB’s Statement of Faith, which has served as a helpful guide.]  I recognize that I have a tendency to be unduly influenced by the work and words of others, and I sincerely desire for this ordination paper to be a reflection of what I truly understand and believe.  My expectation and desire is that my own beliefs be an accurate reflection of traditional evangelical Christianity; and yet I seek to ensure that my understanding of God is framed in my own categories and words.  

It will become clear in reading this ordination paper that I have studied some issues more thoroughly and exhaustively than others; it should also become clear that I have much more passion regarding these doctrines than I do with others – that is generally the reason that they have been the source of more of my life’s study.

It will also become clear that I have a problem not using too many words.  Hence, this ordination paper is extremely long.  I apologize for that.  There are a couple of ways to avoid the long-windedness of this paper, however.  First, there is the time-honored practice of “skimming” - reading only the first and/or last bits of each section.  Second, you can read only those sections that you are most interested in yourself, or most curious as to my understanding of them.  

Finally, there are many points which are asides, which I have put in slightly smaller blue text to set it apart from the rest of the paper.  Skip these sections if you feel like it!  Similarly, many defenses or explanations have been relegated to the footnotes.  It is safe to read straight through the regular text, ignoring the slightly smaller blue text and the footnotes – the flow of thought should remain smooth, logical, and uninterrupted.  For those that desire to go through the explanations, or see the proofs, or read the longer sharing, take in the footnotes and the slightly smaller blue text.  I guess this is my way of giving you all a way out of the pain of my verbal excess!

I have partitioned this ordination paper into two broad categories – first, theological issues; and second, ministry & Christian living.  The theme of the first section is faith - our faith in the Lord God, and my understanding of the historical orthodox Christian faith.  The theme of the second section is faithfulness - both God’s faithfulness to me, and my desire to be faithful to Him.  I do not place more importance upon either section; both faith and faithfulness are necessary to a well-informed, devout, vibrant spiritual life and ministry. 

I eagerly desire to receive feedback from you.  I know that my own understanding is incomplete, and I am sure that even in some areas where I have good understanding, I have not put things very well.  My hope is that you can be a help to me in revising and transforming this ordination paper, in order that I can use it as a teaching tool in the future.  May God be glorified through our lives and our ministries, as we continue to seek His will and His purposes.

Tawa Anderson

English Pastor, ECBC
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PART ONE: FAITH
I.  The Bible
The Bible is the perfect record of God’s self-revelation to mankind.  Because of His deep and abiding love for His creation, God has chosen to reveal Himself – His being, His character, His will and His purposes – to us, the crown of His creation.  God desires for us to come to know Him through His self-revelation.  As such, the Bible was given so that men and women could come to know God – the purpose of the Bible is to bring us into a saving relationship with God through His Son, Jesus Christ.

1.  Inspiration

The Bible is the inspired Word of God.  As such, it is not merely a human document, written by holy and faithful men.  Rather, as they were spurred on by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, men wrote the principles, phrases, and words that God desired to communicate through them.  

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness. (2 Tim. 3:16) 

Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet’s own interpretation.  For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.  (2 Pet. 1:20-21)

The inspired Word of God does not, however, hide the character and personality of its human authors.  Rather, the nature and particular interests of each Biblical author shines through his writings.  Thus, Peter can write of Paul’s letters:

Bear in mind that our Lord’s patience means salvation, just as our dear brother Paul also wrote you with the wisdom that God gave him.  He writes the same way in all his letters, speaking in them of these matters. (2 Pet. 3:15-16)  

The human authors were not mechanical robots, writing down God’s precise dictation.
  To say that God’s Word is reflective of the personality of the human author is not, however, to downplay the significance or divinity of the Bible.  Rather, it is to express that there are two authors behind each book of the Bible – the human author who wrote the words down, and the Holy Spirit who inspired and guided the human author to write God’s Words.  Each word in the Bible is there because God desires it to be there – there is nothing written that God did not desire to be a part of His revelation, and there is nothing left out that God desired to reveal to us.

2.  Inerrancy

The Bible is a complete source of truth.  In all that it intends to impart to the reader, it conveys the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.  As the CCSB Statement of Faith affirms, “It is a perfect treasure of divine instruction.”  It is entirely without error.

In affirming the inerrancy of the Word of God, we also affirm the historical accuracy of the Bible – what the Bible records as history is truthful in its entirety.  There are times at which the historical account of the Bible is evidently incomplete – such as the account of Creation given in Genesis 1 & 2.  However, we should not take that incompleteness as an indication of untruthfulness.  Rather, in such cases, we understand that the Word of God does not give us the full account.
  For example, when God declares that He created living creatures “according to their kinds” (Gen. 1:24-25), I do not take that to mean that God created all animals at exactly the same moment in time and placed them all upon the earth simultaneously; but I do take that to be a statement that God created each species of animal specially and uniquely – that they did not all evolve from a single common ancestor.  

3.  Authority

God’s Word is our authority for both faith and practice.  Our understanding of God must be rooted in Scripture, the source of God’s self-revelation to us.  We can not base our understanding of God’s nature, character, will, and purpose upon our own human experience, the writings of other men and women (even good and admirable ones like Billy Graham or Martin Luther), or even the teaching of the institutional church.  Rather, our knowledge of God must be founded upon the Word of God alone.  One of the guiding principles of my faith, life, and ministry, is the concept of sola scriptura, which declares that Scripture alone is the source of doctrine and faith.

When I first became a Christian, there were many things in my life which did not line up with God’s Word.  There were many areas where I needed to change.  Many of those changes took place very gradually.  However, I can remember, not long after I became a Christian, there was a provincial election in Alberta, and I got involved volunteering for the Liberal candidate in Sherwood Park. During the election campaign, abortion became an issue.  Liberal leader Laurence Decore was asked his thoughts on abortion, and he answered, very honestly, that he felt abortion was absolutely abhorrent, that it was killing unborn babies, and he was personally very opposed to abortion.  Conservative Premier Ralph Klein was asked his thoughts on abortion, and he answered that abortion was a matter between “a woman, her doctor, and God” – basically, that it was a matter of personal choice.
  As a new Christian, I was appalled at Mr. Decore’s comments, and I couldn’t believe that he was going to lose the election because of his condemnation of abortion.  I also remember my mother, who is not a believer, coming to me in the midst of that election campaign, and asking me about Mr. Decore’s comments.  I tried my best to “explain them away”, that this issue wasn’t really going to be very important anyway, and our Liberal candidate certainly didn’t share Mr. Decore’s opposition to abortion (which was true – he was pro-choice).  At that point in my life, in my new Christian walk, I never stopped to consider what God’s perspective on abortion was; whether God had anything to say about whether abortion was right, wrong, or indifferent.  I just figured, well, maybe it wouldn’t be right for me, but if someone else wants to get an abortion, well, okay.

In the succeeding years, I began to learn more about God’s Word, and began to understand more of God’s nature and character.  I learned of God’s heart for the poor, the underprivileged, and the defenceless.  I came to understand God’s love for each human life, no matter how old or young, rich or poor.  I also came to understand the science of conception and pregnancy, and realized that a fetus was, in fact, a fully human being, viable in every way – simply an unborn baby.  Gradually, I came to realize that abortion was, in fact, wrong in the eyes of God, because it was taking the life of an innocent, helpless, baby.  It was easy to recognize that abortion was wrong “to me”, that I would never want my girlfriend or wife to get an abortion, no matter what the circumstances were.  Eventually, however, I came to realize that not only is abortion wrong for me, but abortion was just wrong, period.  If it was wrong in the eyes of God “for me” to get an abortion, it was also wrong in the eyes of God for someone else to do so.
  Honestly, I struggled intensely coming to that conclusion, because I didn’t want to have to get there.  I knew how many people felt strongly that abortion was a matter of personal choice, and that no one should force their pro-life views down the throats of others.  But, as my own character and worldview was gradually being shaped by God’s Word, I had no choice.  If, as I believed, God’s Word was authoritative, then I had to accept the conclusions that the Bible drove me to.  Including unpopular conclusions that I would have preferred to avoid.  That is the power of sola scriptura – the Word of God alone is the source for our faith and practice.  As God’s Word made it clear to me that abortion was wrong, my life and my beliefs needed to reflect that.  I could not pretend that something was OK that the Bible said was wrong in the eyes of God.

The authority of God’s Word requires that it is paramount over and above the traditions of men.  Hence we find Jesus at once affirming the authority and permanence of God’s Word
 and rejecting the way that God’s Word had been interpreted and added on to by the tradition of the Jewish leaders.
  Jesus recognized that the eternal, perfect Word of God had been perverted by the accumulations of centuries of human tradition and interpretation.  Thus in Matthew 15, we find Jesus accosted by the Pharisees and teachers of the law – “Why do your disciples break the tradition of the elders?  They don’t wash their hands before they eat?” (Mt. 15:2)  Jesus lashes back at His accusers:

“You nullify the word of God for the sake of your tradition. “You hypocrites!  Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you: ‘These people honour me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.  They worship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by men.’” (Mt. 15:7-9)

We must constantly be on our guard against allowing our human traditions to over-rule the Word of God, as the Pharisees did with regards to the tradition of hand-washing.
  

One of the areas where our evangelical Protestant tradition is in danger of elevating human tradition above the Word of God is with respect to the consumption of alcoholic beverages.  While God’s Word is fairly clear that we are not to get drunk on wine,
 consistently portrays drunkenness in a negative light,
 and includes drunkenness on lists of vices and sins;
 it does not categorize all drinking as sinful.
  Jesus’ first miracle is the transformation of water into wine at a wedding party in Cana (recorded in John 2:1-11) – a miracle which would be unthinkable coming from the Son of God if the consumption of wine was sinful in and of itself!  Jesus shares the cup of wine with His disciples at the Last Supper (Luke 22:7-23); God’s prophetic promises of future restoration for His people often includes mention of “new wine” (Jer. 31:12, Joel 3:18, Amos 9:13-14, etc.); and we even find the apostle Paul urging Timothy in 1 Timothy 5:23 to “Stop drinking only water, and use a little wine because of your stomach and your frequent illnesses.”  Thus, it appears that consuming alcohol in moderation is not sinful or wrong.
  Nonetheless, many evangelical Protestants consider the consumption of alcohol in any amount to be contrary to Christian principle.  I believe this is a case where we need to tread carefully, lest we be guilty, as the Pharisees were, of “nullifying the Word of God for the sake of tradition” (Mt. 15:6).

Personally, I abstain from all alcoholic beverages, and believe that it is both wise and moral to do so.  There is no Biblical imperative to drink – it is not commanded by Scripture.  The ample evidence that drunkenness is wrong, combined with the lack of distinction in our society between drinking moderately and getting drunk, combined with problems with alcohol abuse in my extended family background, are enough to convince me that it is definitely better in my own life to abstain from consuming alcoholic beverages.  Furthermore, I am not hesitant to share that conviction with others should they ask.  I encourage sobriety in others; I never encourage others to consume alcohol.  I just seek to make clear that I do not believe that drinking in moderation is sinful – the Bible does not give us that option – and we should not add our human tradition to Scripture by declaring all consumption of alcohol wrong.
The authority of God’s Word over human tradition has great relevance when we consider other Christian traditions, particularly the Eastern Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church.  While we join Eastern Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism in celebrating the apostolic tradition and the rich history of the Christian Church, we diverge from them both in our understanding of the value of that tradition.  As evangelical Protestants, we hold Scripture to be paramount and determinative, whereas Eastern Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism hold tradition (and the church’s interpretation of Scripture) in equally high esteem.
  

This is evident particularly with regards to accumulations of tradition regarding the virgin Mary.  The doctrinal system of both Eastern Orthodoxy and Roman Catholicism hold that Mary was a perpetual virgin – that Jesus’ brothers and sisters in the Gospels are really only half-siblings; children of Joseph (a widower) from a previous marriage.  Roman Catholicism also adds belief in the Immaculate Conception of Mary – that is, that Mary was herself sinless and perfect, and hence worthy and able to conceive the son of God in her womb.  These doctrinal beliefs, which are central to the worship, devotion, and practice in both churches, are entirely extra-Biblical (that is, the defence and rationale for the doctrines comes from outside Scripture) and traditional.  Over the centuries, these beliefs have accumulated within their church traditions, and have been held as doctrinal truths.  As evangelical Protestants, we see no basis or defence for these doctrines within God’s Word, and thus we do not hold them.  This is a clear example of holding Scripture to be our authority, of embracing sola scriptura, whereby all doctrines held to be true are found in, and based upon, the Word of God alone.

4.  The Canon of Scripure
The Bible, the inspired, inerrant, authoritative Word of God, is composed of 66 books – 39 in the Old Testament (the Hebrew Scriptures), 27 in the New Testament (the Greek Scriptures).  The canon is closed – there is no possibility of new books being added to the Bible, and no option of deleting “undesirable” books from the Bible.  The canon was collected by holy and faithful followers of God, guided and led by the Holy Spirit to incorporate those books that God had inspired as a part of His revelation to mankind.  Just as God guided the process of the human author recording His Word, so too God guided the process of humans collecting His Word together and canonizing it.  The sovereign will of God overruled the potential for human sin and wrongdoing, such that there is no possibility that there were mistakes made in the process of gathering the books of the Old and New Testament.  These 66 canonical books – from Genesis to Revelation – comprise the inspired, inerrant, authoritative Word of God, the sole foundation of faith, the only guide to life.

This gains importance particularly with consideration of the Old Testament Apocrypha, and the so-called New Testament Apocrypha (e.g. the Nag Hammadi manuscripts).  The Old Testament Apocrypha is usually presented as the “Deuterocanonical books” – that is, books of the secondary canon.  Historically, they have not been considered by any Christian tradition to be on par with the book of the Old Testament, nor are they considered to be the inspired Word of God.
  However, in many Christian traditions, they are considered to be secondary canon, books which are so valuable and beneficial to read, so inspiring to the life of the believer, and a good guideline for faithful living, that they are printed within the Bible, usually between the Old and New Testaments.  The Old Testament Apocrypha is a collection of 12 (sometimes 15) books,
 which were written in the time period between the closing of the Old Testament canon (c. 300 B.C.) and the time of Christ.  They bear some importance in Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox theology, particularly for an obscure reference defending the extra-Biblical doctrine of purgatory.  However, because the books of the Apocrypha are not Scripture, because they are not the inspired, inerrant, authoritative Word of God, it is better to not confuse the issue by printing them within the Bible (or, as in the Roman Catholic tradition, reading them during worship as if they were Scripture).  We can maintain and uphold the value of the Apocryphal books, and the benefit to the follower of Christ of reading and understanding them; however, we must be clear to never mistake the Apocryphal books for the Word of God.  Thus, I will never read the Apocryphal books during worship; I will never share verses from the Apocrypha to convict, rebuke, encourage, teach, or train a fellow Christian or a seeker of God – I simply do not want to lead someone into erroneously treating the Apocrypha as the Word of God.

In the 20th century, there were many exciting archaeological discoveries of what have been hailed as “lost books of the New Testament”, particularly a collection of manuscripts at Nag Hammadi, and, more recently, the Gospel of Judas.  These books have become popularized as letters and gospels which were written by early Christians, but were rejected for power-hungry or misogynist reasons by the established institutional (generally Roman Catholic) Church.  But the books that have been “re-discovered” in the 20th century were not unknown to those who oversaw the process of closing the canon, nor were they unknown to the Triune God who sovereignly guided the compilation of Scripture.  Many of the New Testament Apocryphal books (such as the Gospel of Thomas and the Gospel of Judas) were written by members of heretical sects of Christians, such as the early Gnostics; others were simply fictional expansions upon the life and times of Christ.
  Other Apocryphal books were letters or accounts written by faithful, orthodox Christians, but were not the inspired, inerrant, authoritative Word of God, and were therefore not included in Scripture.
  Again, it is not that these books were unknown to the compilers of the New Testament; rather, as they were guided by the Holy Spirit, it was clear that these books were not the Word of God, and were therefore not to be included amongst the New Testament Scriptures.  However, it is again important to point out that these books (those New Testament Apocryphal books that are representative of early orthodox Christianity), while they are not Scriptural, are highly beneficial to an understanding of Christian history and tradition, and can serve as very valuable devotional reading.  Even the heretical books of the Apocrypha help to give us an understanding of the struggles that the early Church went through to maintain orthodoxy.  They also show that the heresies that plague different branches of Christianity today have been around since the beginning!  Either way, it is good for the Christian to be aware and informed about the content of the New Testament Apocrypha, while at the same time maintaining a clear distinction between them and the inspired, inerrant, authoritative Word of God recorded in the canonical books of the New Testament.

II.  God
I believe in God, who created the universe and everything within it.  “You believe that there is one God?  Good!  Even the demons believe that – and shudder.” (James 2:19)  This has always been one of my favourite Bible verses.  It clearly lays out that philosophical belief in a theoretical divine being is neither praiseworthy nor sufficient for salvation.  To claim belief “in God” is entirely incomplete.  So, let us be more precise about the nature of the God in whom we place our faith.  

1.  General Revelation

God is knowable from His Creation.  God is the Creator of the universe and everything within it.  He has imprinted His awesomeness upon what He has made.  From the finely-tuned extravagance of the universe to the intricate beauty of tiny flowers; from the awe-inspiring complexity of the human body and everything within it to the overwhelming majesty of the oceans, mountains, forests and fields, “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands.” (Ps. 19:1).  I can recall as a young boy and a teenager, being overwhelmed by the beauty and majesty of the earth and everything within it.  I was an atheist, and yet somehow the wonders of nature inspired within me an almost worshipful attitude towards creation.  I like to think of creation as the tapestry upon which God has painted, with pain-staking detail, the wonders of all things in the universe, living and non-living, in order to display His majesty, His perfection, and His love.

Scientific discoveries over the years, and particularly in the latter half of the 20th century, have confirmed what Christian theologians have known for centuries – that the universe is so intricately-connected, so inter-dependent, and so anthropic
 that it can only have been created by a “super-intelligence” – that is, a Creator.
  Romans 1:18-20 confirm that God has revealed Himself to us through His Creation.  

The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men who suppress the truth by their wickedness, since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it plain to them.  For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.  

God has painted the tapestry of Creation, drawing, as it were, a picture of Himself which is sufficient for all people of all cultures and all times to seek after and worship the Divine Creator of the universe.  However, while Creation, God’s general revelation of Himself to all peoples, is sufficient to acknowledge the truth that an all-powerful God exists, general revelation is insufficient for a personal knowledge of God, and is incapable of providing saving faith to us.  Therefore, God has not restricted His revelation of Himself to mankind to Creation.  He has revealed Himself supremely through His Word, the Bible, so that all people of all times might have a personal knowledge of Himself which is sufficient for salvation and personal relationship with Himself.  The Bible reveals, affirms, displays and confirms the nature, character, will, and purposes of God.  God is timeless
 and eternal.  “He is an intelligent, spiritual and personal Being, the Creator, Redeemer, Preserver, and Ruler of the universe.  God is infinite in holiness and all other perfections.”
   
2.  The Trinity
God has revealed Himself to be Triune – He is eternally existent as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; not three gods, but One God; not a monad, but a divine Trinity.  The three persons of the Trinity are distinct but not separate; they are of the same substance and nature, and yet are not commingled.  

The Athanasian Creed (from the 4th century) nicely sums up my expression of Trinitarian belief.  

We worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity in Unity; neither confounding the persons nor dividing the substance.  For there is one person of the Father, another of the Son, and another of the Holy Spirit.  But the Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit is all one, the glory equal, the majesty coeternal.  Such as the Father is, such is the Son, and such is the Holy Spirit. The Father uncreated, the Son uncreated, and the Holy Spirit uncreated.  The Father incomprehensible, the Son incomprehensible, and the Holy Spirit incomprehensible.  The Father eternal, the Son eternal, and the Holy Spirit eternal.  And yet they are not three eternals but one eternal.  As also there are not three uncreated nor three incomprehensible, but one uncreated and one incomprehensible.  So likewise the Father is almighty, the Son almighty, and the Holy Spirit almighty.  And yet they are not three almighties, but one almighty.  So the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God; And yet they are not three Gods, but one God.  So likewise the Father is Lord, the Son Lord, and the Holy Spirit Lord; And yet they are not three Lords but one Lord.  For like as we are compelled by the Christian verity to acknowledge every Person by himself to be God and Lord; So are we forbidden by the catholic religion to say; There are three Gods or three Lords.  The Father is made of none, neither created nor begotten.  The Son is of the Father alone; not made nor created, but begotten.  The Holy Spirit is of the Father and of the Son; neither made, nor created, nor begotten, but proceeding.  So there is one Father, not three Fathers; one Son, not three Sons; one Holy Spirit, not three Holy Spirits.  And in this Trinity none is afore or after another; none is greater or less than another.  But the whole three persons are coeternal, and coequal.  So that in all things, as aforesaid, the Unity in Trinity and the Trinity in Unity is to be worshipped.

God reveals Himself in His Word to be a Triune God – He is revealed to humanity as eternally existent as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  All three are God, members of the divine Godhead; and yet it is not three gods which we worship, but one.  Although the theological term “Trinity” does not occur in the Scriptures of the Old or New Testaments, yet the Bible is exceedingly clear about the true nature of the Triune God.  

Human reason and explanations are insufficient to completely comprehend the fullness of the mystery of God’s Triune existence.  Various analogies are deemed to be helpful by different people; but ultimately, we must acknowledge that the Trinity is a mystery which is accepted by faith.  We trust in the God who has redeemed us from sin and death; we trust in the God who daily provides for our needs and gives us guidance; we trust in the God who comforts us.  We know Him by experience, understand Him by reason, but ultimately accept the co-existence of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit by faith.  Personally, I find three analogies particularly helpful – the egg, the triangle, and water.

Just as an egg is composed of three parts, so too is God.  An egg has a shell, a white, and a yolk.  An egg is incomplete without one or the other, and all three are essential parts of the egg.  So too God is composed of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  The analogy is imperfect because you can separate the parts of an egg, while you cannot separate the Triune Godhead; and because the composition of shell, white, and yolk are considerably different, while the persons of the Trinity are of the same substance and nature.

A triangle is a composite whole with three points or edges.  So too the Trinity is a composite whole with three persons.  Picture the Trinity as a triangle – God is the triangle, while the three points are the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

The substance water, chemically represented as H2O, can exist in three different forms – solid (ice), liquid (water), and gas (water vapour/steam).  So too God exists in three different persons – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  Ice, water, and steam have the precise same chemical composition (H2O), but are manifest in different ways; so too the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit have the same substance and nature (“God”), but are different persons or manifestations.  This analogy is imperfect because water can only be in one form at a time, while God is eternally and always manifest as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  The analogy has the benefit, however, of showing how the same substance can be present in different forms.  Further, just as what we generally mean by “water” is the liquid form of H2O; so too what we generally mean by “God” is God the Father.

A.  God the Father
Popularly speaking, God the Father is to whom people usually refer when they talk about “God” generically.  The Father is eternally pre-existent, and is usually understood to be the creative agent of the Trinity.  The love of God is expressed to His people in terms of “fatherhood”, whereby God the Father possesses the fullness of true fatherly love for all of His sons and daughters.  The Father reigns in complete sovereignty over all of Creation, and governs all of human history.

B.  God the Son (Jesus Christ)
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was with God in the beginning.  Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.  In him was life, and that life was the light of men.  The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it.  … He was in the world, and though the world was made through him, the world did not recognize him.  He came to that which was his own, but his own did not receive him.  Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God … The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.  We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.  (John 1:1-5, 10-12, 14)

The Bible affirms unhesitatingly the divinity of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.  Despite the rash of heresies throughout Christianity denying the divinity of Jesus Christ,
 orthodox Christianity has, since the life, death, and resurrection of Christ, affirmed that Jesus Christ is God, come to earth in the flesh in order to redeem mankind.  

Jesus Christ Himself confirms, on numerous occasions, His divine nature.  

Jesus replied, “If I glorify myself, my glory means nothing.  My Father, whom you claim as your God, is the one who glorifies me.  Though you do not know him, I know him.  If I said I did not, I would be a liar like you, but I do know him and keep his word.  Your father Abraham rejoiced at the thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad.”

“You are not yet fifty years old,” the Jews said to him, “and you have seen Abraham?”

“I tell you the truth,” Jesus answered, “before Abraham was born, I am!”  At this, they picked up stones to stone him, but Jesus hid himself, slipping away from the temple grounds. (Jn. 8:54-59)  

Jesus claims to have been around before Abraham was born, even though Abraham lived and died more than 4000 years earlier.  How could this be, unless Jesus is the eternal God of the universe?  Jesus finishes His claim by invoking God’s self-designation from the Old Testament – “I AM”.  Before Abraham was born, I AM.  Jesus claims to be God, come to earth in human form.

At that time Jesus said, “I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children.  Yes, Father, for this was your good pleasure.  All things have been committed to me by my Father.  No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.”  (Mt. 11:25-27) 

Jesus is the Son, the only one who fully knows God the Father, and the mediator of knowledge of God to all mankind.

The high priest said to Jesus, “I charge you under oath by the living God: Tell us if you are the Christ, the Son of God.”

“Yes, it is as you say,” Jesus replied.  “But I say to all of you: In the future you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven.”

Then the high priest tore his clothes and said, “He has spoken blasphemy!”  (Mt. 26:63-65)

Jesus openly claims to be God in the flesh.  He goes on to claim for Himself the divine right to forgive the sins of all men and women,
 the right to judge the souls of all mankind,
 and professes to be the source of eternal life.
  I highly admire the terms in which C.S. Lewis sums up the divine nature of Christ.

I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: “I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.”  That is the one thing we must not say.  A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher.  He would either be a lunatic – on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg – or else he would be the Devil of Hell.  You must make your choice.  Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse.  You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God.  But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being a great human teacher.  He has not left that open to us.  He did not intend to.

Jesus was truly divine.  But He was also truly human.  His conception was miraculous, as He was not conceived of the sexual union between a man and a woman; rather, He was planted in the womb of the virgin Mary by the power of the Holy Spirit.  However, His birth was entirely “natural” and “normal” – He proceeded through Mary’s birth canal and into the world.  Jesus possessed a fully human body, and went through the normal stages of human development.
  The hymn to Christ contained in Philippians 2:6-11 beautifully sums up the sacrifice that it was for the divine, glorious, eternal Son of God to descend to earth and take on human form:

Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. (Philippians 2:6-7)  

As John 1:14 reminds us, the Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.  Christ, God the Son, came down from heaven to earth for our sake.  In the fullness of His humanity, He experienced all of the emotions and needs that we face – hunger (Matthew 4:2), thirst (John 19:28), pain and suffering (Matthew 26:36-46, John 18-19), tiredness (Matthew 8:23-25), grief (John 11:35), anger (Matthew 21:12-14; 23:1-39), compassion (Matthew 9:36), love (Mark 10:21).  However, Christ experienced them in their true fullness, in the full humanity which God intended all human beings to experience them.  Christ also experienced His full humanity without sinning.  Although He experienced the same temptations that we face (Matthew 4:1-11, 16:21-23, 26:36-46), He lived a perfectly sinless life, never departing from the express will of His Father in heaven.  Thus, as Hebrews 4:14-16 encourages us:
Since we have a great high priest who has gone through the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess.  For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are – yet was without sin.  Let us then approach the throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.
Because of His divine nature, His full humanity, and His perfectly sinless life of obedience, Jesus Christ was able to die as a substitionary sacrifice in our place.  Through His death on the cross He atoned for the sins of all men.  “For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered death and was buried. On the third day he rose again in accordance with the Scriptures; he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end.”
  Through His atoning death, men are reconciled to God.

C.  The Holy Spirit
The Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son, and is the Spirit of God.  The inspiration of God’s Word was given through the Holy Spirit – even when the human authors were unaware of the giver of the inspiration.  The Holy Spirit was also the instrument of God’s communication with the Old Testament prophets and kings.
  

However, the Holy Spirit is not just some kind of impersonal “force” which God uses to work within His creation – like a wind, or thunder, or lightning, or Star Wars.  Rather, the Holy Spirit is personal; in fact, the Spirit is the third person of the Trinity – God working within the hearts and lives of His people.  Isaiah 63:10-14 describes God’s relationship with His people Israel though His Holy Spirit in exceedingly personal terms: 

Yet they [Israel] rebelled and grieved his Holy Spirit.  So he turned and became their enemy and he himself fought against them.  Then his people recalled the days of old, the days of Moses and his people – where is he who brought them through the sea, with the shepherd of the flock?  Where is he who set his Holy Spirit among them, who sent his glorious arm of power to be at Moses’ right hand, who divided the waters before them, to gain for himself everlasting renown, who led them through the depths?  Like a horse in open country, they did not stumble; like cattle that go down to the plain, they were given rest by the Spirit of the Lord.  

The Holy Spirit speaks directly to Christians: 

While Peter was still thinking about the vision, the Spirit said to him, “Simon, three men are looking for you.”  So get up and go downstairs.  Do not hesitate to go with them, for I have sent them. (Acts 10:19)  

Similarly in Acts 13:2: 

While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.”  

The Holy Spirit also guides and directs God’s people – sometimes even preventing them from going a certain direction.  

Paul and his companions traveled throughout the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been kept by the Holy Spirit from preaching the word in the province of Asia.  When they came to the border of Mysia, they tried to enter Bithynia, but the Spirit of Jesus would not allow them to. (Acts 16:6)  

The Holy Spirit is given as our counselor, our guide, our illuminating light, our seal of salvation, and our constant divine presence.  

And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counselor to be with you forever – the Spirit of truth.  The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him.  But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you.  I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you!  …– The Counselor – the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.  (Jn. 14:16-18, 26)

The Holy Spirit interacts with us in an intensely personal and intimate manner.  God desires to speak with us, to instruct us, and to guide us, and the way that He does is through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, who dwells within the heart of all who accept salvation by the grace of God through faith in Jesus Christ.
  “Through illumination He enables men to understand truth.  He exalts Christ.  He convicts of sin, of righteousness, and of judgment.  He calls men to the Saviour, and effects regeneration.  He cultivates Christian character, comforts believers, and bestows the spiritual gifts by which they serve God through His church.”
  

I recall one powerful instance in my own life when the Holy Spirit spoke directly and unmistakably to me.  In my first year of seminary, I was working part-time at the bank, going to school full time, and together Vanessa & I were tutoring some under-privileged kids from our church, and also beginning a youth group at our church.  Between all of my commitments, plus a year-old marriage, I was burning out.  I recall coming to the end of my rope one night, realizing that I couldn’t balance everything anymore.  But I didn’t know what to do – reduce my class load, reduce my involvement at church, quit my job.  None of the options seemed realistic.  We needed the money from my job.  If I dropped the ministries at church no one would pick them up.  And I certainly didn’t want to take longer to finish my degree.  I didn’t know what to do.  I remember being totally messed up, Vanessa trying to calm me down, and the Holy Spirit just spoke one simple word to me – “Quit”.  That was all the Spirit said.  “Quit.”  And I immediately knew that although we needed the money, God wanted me to quit my job and trust Him to take care of us.  The Holy Spirit is intimately involved in our lives, when we allow Him to be, guiding us, comforting us, and illuminating our path.
I think it is worth stressing that our day-to-day experience of God generally does not distinguish between the persons of the Trinity.  God speaks to me through His Word, teaching me, guiding me, convicting me, rebuking me.  God hears my prayers and speaks to me in the quietness of my heart.  God gives me the words of comfort, challenge, or encouragement that people need to hear.  God grants me the strength to go through the challenges of raising three young children.  As a Christian, I usually do not consider whether it is the Father, the Son, or the Holy Spirit who is doing this or that things in my life.  What is essential to me is that the Triune God is working in my life!  Besides, the focus in the Trinity is on the unity, not the tri.  God is Three-in-One – the three persons of the Trinity do not exist or work in opposition or competition with one another.  God works with one accord through the three persons of the Godhead.

III.  Man
1.  Creation
Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, in our likeness, and let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.”

So God created man in his own image; in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.

God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it.  Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the ground.

… And God saw all that he had made, and it was very good. (Gen. 1:26-28, 31) 
Creation, as already discussed, is by the divine act of the Triune God.  Man is the crowning act of creation, created in the image of God Himself.  Mankind was created to exist in perfect, eternal fellowship with His Creator.  We were created with innocence, or original righteousness, free from sin, and able to live in constant communion with the Lord God.

One of the ways in which mankind bears the image of God is in our ability to make free moral choices.  Adam and Eve were created perfect and sinless, but with the ability to choose obedience or disobedience.  Our ability to make moral choices is based upon God’s desire to have a love relationship with the crown of His creation.  God does not desire robotic worship or relationship; rather, He desires for men and women to freely choose to love and serve Him.  Hence our ability to choose.

Our identity as the unique creation of God, endowed with free will and moral choice, blessed to be created in the image of the Lord God, is the source of all true and viable human rights.  Only when we affirm that all human beings are created in the image of God can we uphold the sacredness and worth of every man and woman on earth.  Each individual possesses dignity, and is worthy of love, respect, compassion, and pity.  No man or woman is more valuable or worthy than another; none is lower or less valuable than another.  All human beings alike are created in the image of God; God loves them all equally, and calls upon His sons and daughters to extend the same love to all human beings.  We affirm that it is only by reclaiming the divine creation of human beings in the image of God that the world may be blessed with a universal recognition and acceptance of human rights and freedoms.

2.  Sin & Consequence
Unfortunately, Adam and Eve used their free will to disobey God.  

And the Lord God commanded the man, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.” (Gen. 2:16-17)  

Knowing the express will of God, Adam nonetheless gave in to the temptation of Satan and ate the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.
  Immediately upon their sin,
 Adam and Eve felt shame and sorrow, as evidenced by the futile attempts to hide their nakedness, and to hide themselves from the presence of God.

The sin of Adam and Eve had grave consequences, both upon themselves individually, and upon their progeny.  They suffered immediate punishment for their wrongdoing.  They were cast out of the Garden of Eden – though they were created to be in close communion with God, their wrongdoing demanded their separation from God’s perfectly holy presence.  Their sin removed the gift of immortality from them – whereas it seems that they were initially created to live forever, now they would eventually suffer physical death.  Furthermore, when they experienced physical death, they would also experience a spiritual death – an eternal spiritual existence separate from God in hell.

It has always been popular to question the existence of “hell”, where the spirits of unforgiven sinners experience torment and anguish in their eternal separation from God.  Never has disbelief in hell been more popular than in contemporary Western society; such disbelief has even permeated many branches of the Christian Church, such that followers of Christ shy away from talking about the reality of hell, instead desiring to talk about the niceness of heaven.  While I believe an appeal to salvation should always be based upon the love of God, and the promise of eternal life in His presence in heaven, I believe that we need to have a balanced, Biblical presentation of eternity – such a presentation includes a forceful discussion regarding the fact that there is a real place called hell where the souls of the damned will forever experience torment, punishment, and separation from all the goodness of God.
  

So the original sin, committed by Adam and Eve, brought upon themselves separation from God, exile from the Garden of Eden, eventual physical death, and the threat of eternal spiritual death (eternal torment in hell).  For their descendants, the consequences of Adam and Eve’s sin are just as grave.  Romans 5:12-21 emphasizes that through the sin of Adam and Eve, all subsequent human beings were born into their sin and wrongdoing.  

Sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned. (v. 12)  The many died by the trespass of the one man (v. 15).  The judgment followed one sin and brought condemnation (v. 16).  By the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man (v. 17).  The result of one trespass was condemnation for all men (v. 18).  Through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners (v. 19).  

It is as if a genetic flaw were introduced into humanity via the original sin committed by Adam and Eve.  Whereas God created them in sinless perfection and innocence, with, say, a gene containing original righteousness, when Adam and Eve sinned against God through their disobedience, that gene was lost, and replaced with a gene containing original sin.  Thus, all offspring from Adam and Eve no longer bear the gene of original righteousness – we are no longer born in innocent perfection.  Rather, we are born into sin – we bear a gene of original sin.
  

Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great compassion blot out my transgressions.  Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from my sin.  For I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me.  Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are proved right when you speak and justified when you judge.  Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me. (Ps. 51:1-5)  

As descendants of Adam and Eve, we do not merely inherit “a nature and an environment inclined toward sin”
; rather, we inherit an actual sinful nature.  Romans 3:9-20 forcefully points out that our sinful nature is universal – that no human being is free from sin; that we all alike are subject to God’s righteous judgment and condemnation.

What, then, of newborn babies who die shortly after birth?  Are they judged by God according to their sinful nature and condemned to an eternity in hell?  In the Roman Catholic Church, it is understood that, indeed, babies that die are condemned to hell on the basis of their original sin, unless they receive the cleansing, saving rite of infant baptism.  Upon receiving baptism, infants are then covered by the saving grace of God through the Church.  As Baptists, we understand the rite of baptism very differently
 and therefore reject Catholic argumentation that the rite of baptism ensures the salvation of infants.  However, it is also apparent that infants and young children are incapable of making the moral decision to rebel against God in willful disobedience and sin.  Hence, we affirm that although infants are born with a sinful nature, and are actually guilty of sin from conception through participation in the sin of Adam and Eve; yet newborn infants are not morally culpable for their sin until they become “capable of moral action”,
 at which time they invariably fall into sin and rebellion against God and labor under condemnation.

Furthermore, we affirm that the sinful depravity of mankind is total and absolute.  No matter how hard a man may strive, he is entirely incapable of achieving holiness or perfection, or overcoming the sinful nature with which he is born.  
IV.  Salvation
As descendants of Adam and Eve, then, we find ourselves in a particularly uncomfortable and unflattering position.  We have inherited a sinful nature, and are morally culpable for our wrongdoing and transgressions.  We have disobeyed God, and brought upon ourselves the just wrath and condemnation of God.  Due to our sins, we stand condemned to eternal torment in hell – physical and spiritual death.  Worse yet, because of our total depravity, we have no ability whatsoever to do anything about this situation – we cannot fix the problem and escape the wrathful judgment of God.

However, humanity is the crowning achievement of God’s creation, and the object of His intense love and desire.  God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit grieves over the sin and rebellion of mankind, and longs for the effects of sin to be reversed, and for humanity to be able to enter the eternal rest and communion that God created us for.  Because of His deep and abiding love for us, God is not content for us to all go to hell.

And so God descended to earth.  God the Son was incarnate as Jesus of Nazareth, born of the virgin Mary through the conception by the Holy Spirit.  God came to earth in order to redeem mankind.  Jesus lived a perfect, sinless life.  After 33 years of human life, Jesus was unjustly condemned to die the death of a criminal.  He was arrested, falsely accused, tried in a illegally-convened Jewish court, tortured and beaten mercilessly, and sentenced to die a horrendous death via crucifixion.  His death was an atoning sacrifice for our sins – through His death, Jesus Christ paid the price (physical and spiritual death, separation from God) that is demanded on account of our sin.
  The sins of all men and women – past, present, and future – were borne by Jesus Christ as He hung upon the cross.
  

He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed. (1 Pet. 2:24)  

The darkness and vileness of this sin caused the Father to turn His face away from His Son, leading Jesus to cry out in agony and isolation – “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matthew 27:46)  

The sinless perfection of the Christ who was crucified for our sins makes possible eternal redemption for those who accept Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord.  

Because Jesus lives forever, he has a permanent priesthood.  Therefore he is able to save completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them.  Such a high priest meets our need – one who is holy, blameless, pure, set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens.  Unlike the other high priests, he does not need to offer sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then for the sins of the people.  He sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself. (Heb. 7:24-28)  

Jesus becomes the object of our faith, the source of our salvation, the one through whom we receive forgiveness of sin and reconciliation with God.  I am the way, the truth, and the life.  No one comes to the Father except through me. (John 14:6)  It is only through personally accepting the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ on our behalf that we can be forgiven and redeemed.  

I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes; first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.  For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: “The righteous will live by faith.” (Rom. 1:16-17)

Romans 5:12-21 compares the salvation and redemption that is wrought through the sacrifice of Christ to the death and condemnation that was brought through Adam.  

If the many died by the trespass of the one man, how much more did God’s grace and the gift that came by the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, overflow to the many!  Again, the gift of God is not like the result of the one man’s sin: The judgment followed one sin and brought condemnation, but the gift followed many trespasses and brought justification.  For if, by the trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man, how much more will those who receive God’s abundant provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man, Jesus Christ.  Consequently, just as the result of one trespass was condemnation for all men, so also the result of one act of righteousness was justification that brings life for all men.  For just as through the disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners, so also through the obedience of the one man the many will be made righteous. (Romans 5:15-19)  

Sin entered the world through Adam, and the consequences of sin were passed from Adam and Eve to all their offspring.  We are all born sinners, standing under the righteous condemnation of our holy God.  Through the sacrifice of Christ, forgiveness of sin and justification is made possible to all people.  However, the salvation that is wrought by Christ is only made POSSIBLE for all people.  Not all will in the end be saved by the blood of Jesus Christ.

To all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God (John 1:12).  

The sacrificial death of Christ is made effectual in the lives of men and women through receiving Jesus Christ.  

Here I am!  I stand at the door and knock.  If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me (Rev. 3:20).  

The Triune God invites everyone to accept the gracious gift of salvation that He has offered freely to all.  

This is the testimony: God has given us eternal life, and this life is in his Son.  He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life. (1 Jn. 5:11-12)  

Eternal life is received only by receiving the Son of God, God the Son.  

For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith – and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God – not by works, so that no one can boast (Eph. 2:8-9).

The classic debate between Arminians and Calvinists concerns whether man’s acceptance of God’s gracious gift is an act of free will, or simply a reception of God’s irresistible grace.  Calvinists argue that God elects men and women to salvation of His own sovereign will; Arminians counter that God merely foreknows who will and will not receive His free gift of salvation which is extended equally to all, but is only accepted by some.  Calvinists find this response inadequate because of the total depravity of our sinful nature, which makes us incapable of choosing God of our own accord and will.  The Calvin-Arminius debate is avoided in this paper.  I merely affirm the Scriptural truths that are evident in each position.  As Calvinists argue, men and women are totally incapable of choosing God themselves; thus, God is the author of our saving faith.  However, as Arminians argue, the Word of God continually appeals to us to repent and be baptized (Acts 2:38), an appeal which requires a free will response choosing to accept God and embrace the salvation that He offers.  There appears to be truth to both sides, even though the positions seem to be mutually exclusive.  As a follower of Christ, I can honestly profess that my salvation has nothing to do with me – I have not done anything to earn or achieve my own salvation.  And yet as a pastor and evangelist, I continually appeal to the free will of men and women, and implore them to choose to accept Jesus Christ as their Saviour and Lord.
“Salvation involves the redemption of the whole man”
.  There are three aspects to our salvation – regeneration, sanctification, and glorification.

1.  Regeneration

Regeneration is the process whereby believers pass from death to life, from condemnation to justification.  Through personally accepting the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ upon the cross, Christians are reborn.
  

I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.  The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me (Galatians 2:20).  

“Repentance and faith are inseparable experiences of grace.”
  Repentance includes confession of sin, admission of wrongdoing, acknowledgment of our own unworthiness, and a true turning away from our sin – a commitment to living our lives in Christ, according to His teaching, example, and commands.  “Faith is the acceptance of Jesus Christ and commitment of the entire personality to Him as Lord and Saviour.”
  Repentance and faith lead to justification, God’s declaration of our righteousness, not based upon our works, but based upon the work of Christ and our saving faith in Him.  Without repentance and faith, regeneration is impossible – we can only be reborn where there is a deep, genuine sorrow for sin, a turning away from it, and an acceptance by faith of the sacrifice of Jesus Christ.

2.  Sanctification
Sanctification is the process of becoming increasingly holy – striving towards the perfection that God calls us to.  

Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. (Mt. 5:48)

 Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children.  (Eph. 5:1)

To put it negatively, sanctification is the process of getting rid of the various individual sins in our lives.  Romans 6:2 – We died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?
  We are saved to be sanctified.  One of the reasons that God redeems us, calls us into relationship with Him, and declares us to be righteous, is so that we might become like Him.

Sanctification is something which all followers of Jesus Christ are called to.  We cannot pretend to be followers of Jesus and yet not pursue holiness.  A mark of a true disciple of Christ is a constant striving to become more and more like Jesus.
  

If you love me, you will obey what I command.  (Jn. 14:15)

We know that we have come to know God if we obey his commands.  The man who says, “I know him”, but does not do what he commands is a liar, and the truth is not in him.  But if anyone obeys his word, God’s love is truly made complete in him.  This is how we know we are in him: Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did.  (1 Jn. 2:3-6)

That is, becoming like Christ is not optional – it is the mark of a true believer.  Sanctification is a co-operative effort between the Holy Spirit and the disciple of Jesus Christ.  

As followers of Jesus Christ, we must do our part to seek to be sanctified.  That means reigning in our tongue, resisting temptation, refraining from acting in anger, and so on.  

In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus.  Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires.  Do not offer the parts of your body to sin, as instruments of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God, as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer the parts of your body to him as instruments of righteousness.  For sin shall not be your master, because you are not under law, but under grace. (Rom. 6:11-14)  

But we must also acknowledge the truth that nothing good lives in me, that is, in my sinful nature (Romans 7:18).  For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.

To be sanctified, then, we need for our striving and desire for sanctification to be complemented by the enabling power of the Holy Spirit.  However mightily we struggle for sanctification, if we strive merely on our own power, we will fail and always fall short because of our sinful nature.  The sinful nature is defeated through regeneration; but it is not destroyed in this lifetime.
  Even the desire to do what is right is impossible to carry out on our own strength.  

You, however, are controlled not by the sinful nature, but by the Spirit, if the Spirit of God lives in you.  And if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he does not belong to Christ.  (Rom. 8:9)

Because the Holy Spirit lives within us, we need not be controlled by our sinful nature.  Instead, we can be led by the Holy Spirit.  

There are two equal and opposite errors we can fall into with regards to sanctification.  The first is to believe that we can be sanctified all on our own.  The second is to believe that we have no part in sanctification – we just sit back and let the Holy Spirit do the hard work within us.  The truth is that both work together – we strive for, and the Holy Spirit enables us to achieve sanctification.
3.  Glorification

Glorification occurs after our physical death, when we are raised with new resurrection bodies to be with God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, eternally in His heaven.  It is the proper end (telos) of our salvation, bringing us into the constant, eternal communion with God that we were created for.

4.  Perseverance of the Saints
Those who are saved by the grace of God through faith in Jesus Christ, are saved eternally.  There is no possibility that those who have truly experienced Christian conversion can finally fall away from faith and be subject to condemnation.  That is, “once saved, always saved”.
  

 “They, whom God hath accepted in his Beloved, effectually called, and sanctified by his Spirit, can neither totally nor finally fall from the state of grace, but shall certainly persevere therein to the end, and be eternally saved.”
  

The perseverance of the saints is a necessary derivative of the belief that sinners are saved by the grace of God alone – that it is not through our own works or worthiness that we experience the gracious gift of redemption and eternal life.  If the gift of salvation is wrought by God alone, then that gift is irrevocable.  God does not grant faith that leads to eternal life today, only to take it away tomorrow.  Those who are truly regenerated through faith in Jesus Christ are finally and eternally saved.

This is not to say, however, that those who are saved by the grace of God will always live like it.  As affirmed in the CCSB Statement of Faith, believers may “fall into sin” – we will not always live the Christ-like life that we are called and empowered to live.  

“All true believers endure to the end.  Those whom God has accepted in Christ, and sanctified by His Spirit, will never fall away from the state of grace, but shall persevere to the end.  Believers may fall into sin through neglect and temptation, whereby they grieve the Spirit, impair their graces and comforts, bring reproach on the cause of Christ, and temporal judgments on themselves, yet they shall be kept by the power of God through faith unto salvation.”

Romans 7 depicts Paul’s continuing struggle with temptation and sin.
  Satan does not stop seeking our destruction when we come to Christ.  He continues to tempt, to accuse, to incite fear and doubt.  Hence, the Christian is encouraged to prepare for spiritual warfare, and to be on guard against the schemes of Satan.
  It is possible for the Christian to give in to temptation and fall into sin.
  However, if we have been saved by the grace of God through faith in Jesus Christ, then such “backsliding” is temporary – just like that of the “Prodigal Son” in Luke 15:11-32.

Perseverance of the saints does not mean that all who profess Christian conversion will finally be saved.  Many who claim to follow Jesus Christ as their Saviour and Lord may not, in fact, be saved. 

“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.  Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?’  Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you.  Away from me, you evildoers!’”  (Mt. 7:21-23)

In the Parable of the Sower (Mt. 13:1-23), Jesus explains that there will be many people who eagerly embrace the Gospel of salvation, yet will not be saved.

“The one who received the seed that fell on rocky places is the man who hears the word and at once receives it with joy.  But since he has no root, he lasts only a short time.  When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, he quickly falls away.  The one who received the seed that fell among the thorns is the man who hears the word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke it, making it unfruitful.” (Mt. 13:21-22)

Sadly, not everyone who claims to be saved by the grace of God through faith in Jesus Christ is actually saved.  As a sinful human being, I am unable to see into people’s hearts, and hence I cannot judge who is and is not truly saved by God’s grace.  At times it seems clear to the wise and discerning Christian that a particular individual probably is not saved even though they believe that they are!  At other times, we may very well doubt that someone is saved by the grace of God, when in fact they truly are.  God alone knows the names written in the Book of Life.  I do not know, and do not presume to judge whether people who profess faith are saved or not.  Yet understanding the distinction between profession of saving faith and possession of saving faith helps me to understand how someone could claim to have faith at one point in their life and yet walk away from Christ at another stage of life.  

So, all those who are truly regenerated by the saving grace of God through faith in Jesus Christ will persevere in their faith in the end.  Some may claim faith but not possess it.  Others, truly saved, may live apart from God for a time.  But all who are true believers in Jesus Christ will be saved.

Having experienced God’s grace, and having received the gift of faith in Jesus Christ, I must confess that I find it impossible to believe that someone could ever receive that gift, and then one day choose to reject it.  The grace of God is absolutely overwhelming.  Calvinists speak of God’s “irresistible grace”, as if the object of God’s grace has no option but to receive the grace of God – that God, in a sense, forces Himself upon the elect.  I am unsure whether I embrace the concept of irresistible grace in its fullness, but I do believe that once the grace of God has been received by faith in Jesus Christ, that it is impossible to walk away from it.  Faith in Jesus Christ brings about a total and absolute transformation in our life.  Our whole worldview, our outlook on life, is irreparably changed.  Even in the midst of despair or suffering, the worst that a saved sinner can do is lash out at God, “hate” God, and express bitterness and rage towards our Lord and Saviour.  We know that, whatever happens, there is a God, and we belong to Him.  And so we might rage against Him, we might hate Him for a time, we might cuss Him – but we can never deny that He is real, and that He has claim over our lives.  Yes, sanctification is a life-long process which is never complete until we die and are glorified in heaven.  I will never be perfect in this lifetime.  Yet my salvation is complete and entire, and I cannot envision a situation where someone, having received by faith the gift of salvation, could ever reject it.
V.  Angels & Demons
Angels are spiritual beings, created by God with personality and morality.  They have intelligence and will, and are endowed by their Creator with great power.  Some angels chose to rebel against God, and are now “fallen angels”, or demons; other angels remained faithful to God.  While we do not know how many angels exist, it is a great number.

1.  Creation & Nature of Angels
Angels are a special creation of the Lord God.

Praise the Lord! …

Praise him, all his angels, praise him, all his heavenly hosts.

Praise him, sun and moon, praise him, all you shining stars.

Praise him, you highest heavens, and you waters above the skies.

Let them praise the name of the Lord, for he commanded and they were created. (Ps. 148:1-5)

Colossians 1:16 includes orders of angels amongst the parts of creation.
  We are not told precisely how many angels were created.  We are told, however, that it is a massively huge number!  Deuteronomy 33:2 speaks of “myriads” of angels; Psalm 68:17 numbers the angels in the “tens of thousands and thousands of thousands”; Revelation 5:11 reads: Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand.  These numbers need not be understood literally, but are indicative that the assembly of angels is innumerable.

The angels are a part of God’s creation, but they are unique, in that they are spiritual beings, not physical.  Their spiritual nature is inferred from verses like Hebrews 1:14, which refers to the angels as “ministering spirits”; Ephesians 6:12, which refers to demons as being “not flesh and blood … [but] the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms”; Acts 19:12, which mentions “evil spirits” being cast out.
  As spiritual beings, the angels do not have physical bodies of their own.  They are, however, capable of manifesting themselves physically.  Generally, when they do so, the angels appear in human form.
  It is important to note that there is no mention of angels appearing in female form in the Scriptures, despite the cultural expectations that exist in our society to the contrary.

There is mention of at least 3 distinct types of angels – cherubim,
 seraphim,
 and archangels
 – in addition to the “regular” type.  Contrary again to our cultural depiction of angels, only cherubim and seraphim are described Biblically as having wings.

Angels are personal beings, having intelligence and morality.  The good angels are holy and righteous.
  Fallen angels are described as lying and sinning.
  They are powerful beings, but their power is derived from God, and they are dependent upon His permission or direction to exercise power.  Even Satan, the chief of fallen angels, can only act within the realm of power granted to him by God Almighty.

2.  The Purpose and Activities of Good Angels
Good angels are those whom God created that did not fall away through disobedience and rebellion.  They remain as God created them – holy, righteous, message-bearing spiritual servants of God.  They praise and glorify God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit continually and eternally in the heavenly realm.
  

They act as God’s messengers, revealing and communicating God’s messages to human beings.  In Luke 1, the angel Gabriel brings news of miraculous birth first to the priest Zechariah (vv. 13-20), the aged father of John the Baptist; then to Mary (vv. 26-38), the virgin mother of Jesus Christ.  An angel brings God’s message to the Gentile Christian Cornelius in Acts 10:3-7.  In Genesis 18, angels sent by God bring the message of Isaac’s birth to the patriarch Abraham.

Angels also serve as ministering spirits, meeting the needs (physical and spiritual) of God’s people.  In Acts 12:6-11, God’s angel delivers Peter from prison in Jerusalem; after His temptation, Jesus is attended to by angels (Mt. 4:11); and the Psalmist is the recipient of the grace delivered by God’s angels (Ps. 34:7).

Finally, angels execute God’s righteous judgment upon His enemies.  In Exodus 14:19-20, the angel of the Lord protects Israel from the army of Pharoah; in chapters 11-12, the angel of the Lord brings the plague upon the firstborn of Egypt.  In 2 Kings 19:35, the angel of God destroyed the 85,000-man Assyrian army threatening Jerusalem.  Throughout the book of Revelation, the angels of God are the agents used to execute God’s righteous judgment upon unrepentant mankind.
 

3.  The Fall & Activities of Demons
Angels were created holy and pure, just as human beings were.  They were also created with a moral will, just as human beings were.  And, just as human beings fell from their initial state of grace, so too many (but not all) angels fell from their state of grace.  Jude 1:6 speaks of angels who abandoned the place for which God created them, and thus bound themselves over to everlasting imprisonment and judgment; 2 Peter 2:4 describes how God did not spare angels when they sinned, but sent them to hell, putting them into gloomy dungeons to be held for judgment.  It is clear from Scripture that Satan was the leader of the fallen angels.  He is given a clear position of leadership amongst the spiritual forces of evil and destruction.
  However, there is absolutely no clear evidence in Scripture as to the timing of the fall of Satan and his demons.
  What is clear is that many angels fell, and that Satan is their leader.

The activities of Satan and his demons are to oppose God and His people.  Demons tempt humans,
 often through deception.  The original sin of Adam and Eve, for example, was the direct result of Satan’s deceptive temptation.  He did not outright lie to Adam and Eve in his attempt to get them to disobey God and fall into sin and rebellion; rather, he told them half-truths and attractive but incomplete truths.

And no wonder, for Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light.  It is not surprising, then, if his servants masquerade as servants of righteousness. (2 Cor. 11:14-15)

Satan and his demons also inflict disease, damage, and suffering upon the people of God in an attempt to draw us to rebel against the Lord God.
  The attacks of Satan and his demons even include demon-possession, whereby evil spirits come and reside within one’s body.
  

While Satan and his demons certainly possess a measure of power and authority in this fallen world, their defeat is both already accomplished and eventually complete and final.  Through His death and resurrection, Jesus Christ has triumphed over and made a spectacle of all the powers of darkness (Col. 2:15).  The power of sin and death is completely defeated.  Thus, His followers do not need to suffer under the attacks of the evil one.  We can, instead, live in victory over temptation, sin, and the other schemes of the devil.  God has given us all the tools that we need to fight the spiritual battle that is part of our daily lives.

Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power.  Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes.  For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.  Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand.  Stand firm, then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of righteousness in place, and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the gospel of peace.  In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one.  Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.  And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests.  With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints. (Ephesians 6:10-18)

God does not desire us to be ignorant of the reality of spiritual warfare that we will experience in this lifetime.  Whether or not we embrace the forgiveness of God through faith in Jesus Christ, we will experience spiritual warfare as Satan and his demons strive to keep us away from God and destroy us.  Spiritual warfare is not an optional endeavour for the spiritually mature Christian.  All Christians will undergo spiritual attacks from Satan – doubts, illnesses, temptations, persecutions, fears, worries.  God equips us against the attacks of Satan, but it is necessary that we use the equipment that He has provided!  The indwelling Holy Spirit is ready and prepared to protect us in this spiritual warfare, but we must clothe ourselves with Him.  

There are two great errors that we as Christians can fall into with regards to thinking of Satan and his demons.  The first is to completely disregard demons – as if they either do not exist, or no longer pose any threat to us.  As soon as we take this approach, we are easy targets for the schemes and attacks of Satan, much like the bank which believes it could never be the target of robbers or thieves, and thus never invests in any security.  The second is to regard Satan and his demons too highly – to spend large amounts of time and mental energy worrying about what Satan is planning to do to us next.  We ought to have sober regard for Satan and his demons – recognizing that there is, in fact, a spiritual battle being fought in our daily lives as Christians; yet acknowledging and rejoicing in the reality that we have victory in this daily battle through the death and resurrection of Christ, and the indwelling of the Holy Spirit of God.

Just as Satan and his demons have been defeated through Jesus Christ’s death on the cross, so too their final destruction is assured through the cross.  The day will come, we are promised, that Satan and his demons will be finally and completely defeated, when their residual power will be finally and eternally destroyed.
  We eagerly anticipate eternity in heaven, where, with resurrected and glorified bodies, we will enjoy God’s Creation the way that He intended it – pure, perfect, sinless, without pain, without death, without suffering, and without the evil influences of Satan and his demons.

VI.  The Church

“Church” translates the Greek word ekklesia, which means “called-out ones”.  The Church is composed of those individuals who have been called out by God to be His children – followers of Jesus Christ, saved by grace through faith in Him.  Jesus Christ is the head of the Church,
 which is His body.  The Church is a living organism, an organic unity made up of those who are united to Christ through faith.

The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, they form one body.  So it is with Christ.  For we were all baptized by One Spirit into one body – whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free – and we were all given the one Spirit to drink. … Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it. (1 Cor. 12:12-13, 27)

The universal Church is composed of all believers in Jesus Christ in all times.  The local Church is composed of all baptized Christians who gather together in one place and time.
  All members of the local Church are equal in worth, dignity, and respect.  

1.  Purpose & Function of the Church
The primary purpose of the Church is the same as the primary purpose of the individual believer – to bring glory to God!  To this end, there are five functions or purposes of the local church – worship, evangelism, discipleship, ministry, and fellowship.

A.  Worship
The local church gathers to praise, honour, and glorify God in corporate worship.  A large part of the church’s function is to rightly administer the ordinances of the Church of Jesus Christ, baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  In corporate worship, believers are called upon to offer themselves, their time, talents, and resources, as an offering to the Lord.

While one might argue that it is not, strictly-speaking, necessary for one to be part of a local church in order to be saved,
 it is hard to understand why a Christian would not desire to join the body of Christ in worship.  Hebrews 10:25 is a fairly clear commandment to believers to be faithful in corporate worship:

Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another – and all the more as you see the Day approaching.
Furthermore, the body of Christ is necessary for the spiritual health and development of the believer.  Why would one wilfully disobey the clear desire and commandment of the Lord God, and knowingly remove themselves from the body of Christ?  It simply does not make sense, if one is truly a disciple of Jesus Christ.  Therefore, I would argue that while it is theoretically possible for one to be a Christian but not go to church, it is practically impossible.

Worship is not reserved for Sunday morning corporate gatherings.  The Christian Church is to be characterized by members who live their lives as a continual worship to God.  

Therefore I urge you, brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God – this is your spiritual act of worship. (Romans 12:1)

Twice Paul refers to himself as a “drink offering” (2 Tim. 4:6, Phil. 2:17), imagery that calls to mind corporate worship within the Church.  Clearly, worship is not to be an attitude which characterizes us only on Sunday mornings – rather, it is to define our lives.

B.  Evangelism
The Church exists not primarily for the benefit of its members, but rather for those who do not yet know Jesus Christ as their Lord and Saviour.
  The Church reaches out to non-believers, to share the love of God with them through word and deed, and to point them to a saving faith in Christ Jesus.
  The witness of the local church includes both evangelism (local witness) and missions (foreign witness)
.  As the Church reaches out and points people to a saving faith, it multiplies.  This can take the form of reproducing small group/fellowships within the church body; but it can (and should) also take the form of planting new church bodies at home and abroad.
  Through the various “programs” or gatherings of the local church, the Gospel of Jesus Christ needs to be proclaimed very clearly and unmistakeably.

C.  Discipleship
An individual son or daughter of Christ does not go through life unchanging.  Rather, our Christian walk is a constant experience of being remade into the image of Jesus Christ.
  The church encourages life transformation, through its teaching, proclamation, encouragement, and discipline.

D.  Ministry
The Church is to be an agent of grace to its members, as well as to the larger community.  The Church is called to minister to the physical needs of brothers and sisters in Christ.  The early days of the Church saw members “selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need” (Acts 2:45), and overseeing distribution efforts to poor widows (Acts 6:1-7).

There were no needy persons among them.  For from time to time, those who owned lands or houses sold them, brought the money from the sales and put it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to anyone as he had need. (Acts 4:34-35)

It was well understood amongst early Christians that concern for the poor and needy was an essential characteristic of the people of God.  It has remained an essential characteristic of the Church throughout the centuries.  Many of the hospitals, schools, and other social agencies in Europe, North America, and now throughout the Third World as well, have been started, funded, and operated by Christian missions organizations.  Showing the love of God through practically caring for the physical needs of those who are less fortunate in society is one of the necessary functions of the Church.
 

E.  Fellowship

The Church is a spiritual community, a compositional unity of those who are united to Jesus Christ through faith.  Hence, members of the body of Christ are called to share life together – to give one another mutual support and encouragement; to grieve and rejoice together; and to build one another up in Christ.

2.  Freedom
Each local Church is free and autonomous from external control.  The Church is not, of course, entirely free.  On the contrary, the Church is bound by the Word of God.  However, with regards to other human authorities, the Church is free.  Joining an association of churches (denominations or conventions) is healthy and mutually beneficial; but in such associations, the local Church remains autonomous.  The Word of God bears authority over the Church, and Jesus Christ is the head of the Church, but no other human being or institution can exercise domineering authority over an individual local church.

This is not to say that the local Church should never seek and receive advice and leadership from outside bodies.  On the contrary, it is in the local church’s best interests to seek guidance, support, and intervention from men and women who have experienced what the local church is going through, and have much wisdom and practical advice to offer.  It is one thing to emphasize the autonomy of the local church; it is quite another to insist upon the absolute independence of the local church.  The Church is autonomous, but not independent – the universal Church is the fullest representation of the body of Christ; therefore, we are connected, whether we like it or not, to other Christian Churches through the headship of Jesus Christ.

3.  Unity
The New Testament describes the Church as the body of Christ, and reminds us that we were all baptized into one body (1 Cor. 12:12-13).  The universal Church of Jesus Christ, which will be reunited in heavenly glory, is one body, united by faith in Christ, forever worshiping the Triune God.

How, then, can we explain the current division, distinction, diversity, and depravity which marks the Church of Jesus Christ in the world?  There are three major branches of Christianity today – Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and Protestant.  The Protestant Church is split into three major divisions – Anglican, “liberal”, and “evangelical” or “conservative”.  The “liberal” and “evangelical” Protestant church is further divided into dozens of different denominational labels.  Besides all these, there are numerous “Christian” cults, which claim adherence to Jesus of Nazareth.  The bewildering Church landscape is, I would argue, a stumbling block to many people in our society – even if they have a spark of spiritual interest in seeking after God, it is entirely unclear where to begin or end their search!  Catholic?  Orthodox?  Anglican?  Baptist?  Mormon?  Alliance?  Presbyterian?  Methodist?  United?  Unitarian?  Pentecostal?  Jehovah’s Witnesses?  Lutheran?  Reformed?  There are hundreds of different types of Churches, all claiming to worship, love, and serve the same Triune God.
  

It is important here to call to mind the primacy and authority of God’s Word.  The Church is bound by Scripture, and its belief and practice should reflect only what is found in the express commands of God.  This reminder helps to draw some distinctions between churches, and explains why some of the divisions exist.

The Roman Catholic Church, for example, places inordinate importance upon the person of the Pope.  The Pope is the leader of the Catholic Church, and is affirmed to be “infallible”, or without error, whenever he teaches on doctrinal matters.  Such a proclamation is entirely unbiblical, for Scripture affirms the sinfulness of all human beings, and reinforces the continued struggle with sin and error that we encounter throughout our Christian life.  The pope is just a man, like me, and therefore is prone to error, just as I am.  This is borne out in history, through the contradictory doctrinal pronouncements made by popes through the centuries.

The Eastern Orthodox Church, meanwhile (along with the Roman Catholic Church), affords undue honour and veneration to the virgin Mary.  They rightly honour and respect her as a faithful servant of the Lord God, who was willing to have His will done in and through her.  However, they have gone much further over the centuries, holding her up as the mother of God “theotokos”, but moving the emphasis from “theo” (God) to “tokos” (mother).  That is, originally Mary was honored as the mother of GOD; now she is honored as the MOTHER of God.  Mary is the object of prayer in the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches, whereas Scripture commands and encourages us to pray to God alone – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  The Orthodox and Catholic Churches also affirm the unbiblical doctrines of Mary’s perpetual virginity and immaculate conception.  The Bible suggests, on the contrary, that Mary and Joseph had sexual relations after the birth of Jesus, and that Mary bore other children.
  Furthermore, the Bible is exceedingly clear that there is no one righteous, not even one (Rom. 3:10) – and that includes Mary.  Orthodox and Catholic Christians believe that Mary was sinless, and that it was only because of her sinlessness that she was able to be chosen by God as the vessel to bring Jesus into the world.  Affirming her sinlessness actually negates the sacrifice of Christ upon the Cross – if it was possible for one to be righteous in the eyes of God without Christ’s death, then there was no need for Him to die on the cross for our sins!  Suffice to say, the veneration (verging upon worship) of the virgin Mary in the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches is problematic, non-Biblical, and distinctive.

In various liberal Protestant Churches, doctrines have developed which violate the Word of God as well.  Some Churches have embraced homosexuality, whereas the Bible clearly condemns the practice.  Other Churches have pronounced that the miracles of the New Testament are not valid – they were merely ancient attempts to understand things that their pre-scientific minds could not grasp.  Other Churches have denied the resurrection of Christ, whereas the New Testament makes clear that without the resurrection, our preaching is useless and so is your faith (1 Cor. 15:14).  Other Churches yet reject the Bible as the inspired, inerrant, authoritative Word of God – and so their practice and belief is informed, not by Scripture, but by human reason and tradition.

I believe that it is essential when considering the history, traditions, beliefs, and practices of other “Christian” Churches, that we exercise restraint in judgment.  It is good, right, and proper to identify beliefs that are inconsistent with, or contrary to, Scripture.  It is beneficial to understand why those beliefs are wrong, and to come to right understanding.  However, it is something else altogether to brand a church “non-Christian” or “anti-Christian”.  It is important to remember that the Church is the body of Christ; it is also valuable to remember that, as Protestants, our historical heritage includes the Roman Catholic Church.  If Jesus is the head of the Baptist Church, He is also the head of the Roman Catholic Church.  I believe that God’s heart is not the destruction of the Catholic Church, but rather its redemption and restoration to the true, orthodox, Christian faith.  It is also good to remember that it is easier for us to find fault in others than it is to identify it in ourselves.  I am certain that the Baptist Church is not perfect, that there are areas where we too fall short of who and what God calls us to be.  When others ask about the plethora of Christian Churches out there, the differences between them, and why ours is the “right” church, I tend to shy away from criticizing or condemning other Churches.  Rather, I prefer to focus upon positively outlining and explaining our beliefs, defending them using the Word of God.  If other churches’ beliefs or practices come up that are different than ours, I do not reject them out-of-hand, but rather seek to evaluate them according to the Word of God.  That way, the inquirer is being led, not by my human tradition or proclamation, but rather by the Word of God.  When God’s Word is the guiding light, I can confidently trust that a sincere seeker will be led into truth by the illumination of the Holy Spirit.

VII.  Ordinances of the Church
An ordinance is a rite, or practice, ordained by Christ or by the Church as an outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace.  In some church traditions (e.g. Catholic, Orthodox, Anglican), ordinances are called “sacraments”, and are understood to convey saving or sanctifying grace.
  Evangelical churches more commonly designate them “ordinances” because of the connotation of works-salvation that is often associated with the word “sacrament”.  There is, in fact, a deep gulf of understanding and practice that separates evangelical Protestant churches from Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches in regards to the sacraments/ordinances of the Church.  The Protestant understanding of ordinances as representing the inward grace granted by God is entirely unacceptable to the Roman Catholic Church; the Catholic understanding that the sacraments deliver God’s grace to the recipient is similarly unacceptable to us.

The number of ordinances instituted by Christ is two – baptism and the Lord’s Supper (communion).  These two alone are officially recognized and practiced within the Baptist Church.  The Catholic and Orthodox churches both recognize and practice seven sacraments, with slight differences between their sacraments.  The additional Catholic sacraments are: confirmation,
 penance,
 holy matrimony,
 extreme unction,
 and orders.
  Most of the additional sacraments recognized by the Catholic and Orthodox Churches are recognized and practiced within the evangelical Protestant Church tradition.
  They are not, however, considered to be sacraments or ordinances.  

1.  Baptism
Baptism is an outward expression of an inner spiritual experience – it is a powerful visual, active, and verbal symbol of salvation by God’s grace through faith in Christ.  

A.  The Symbolism of Baptism
And so John came, baptizing in the desert region and preaching a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  Mark 1:4   

Baptism symbolizes the spiritual cleansing that we receive through faith Christ.  When we confess our sins before God, repent of them, turn away from wrongdoing, and acknowledge that Jesus Christ, the son of God, has died to pay for our sins – then we receive a spiritual bath; we are cleansed of our sins!

For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is his love for those who fear him; as far as the east is from the west, so far has he removed our transgressions from us.  Ps. 103:11-12  

Baptism is symbolic of that cleansing – our sins are washed away.

Come now, let us reason together, says the Lord.  Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red as crimson, they shall be like wool.  Is. 1:18

Through Christ, we are forgiven; baptism represents that forgiveness, that spiritual bath.  The ordinance of baptism does not convey the grace of salvation or forgiveness of sins – that comes by the grace of God when we profess a personal faith in Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord.

Baptism also symbolizes the spiritual rebirth that we receive in Christ.  

We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.  Romans 6:4  

Following Jesus Christ enables us to live a new life – a life pleasing to God, a life empowered by the Holy Spirit dwelling within us.  Baptism symbolizes that new life – that the old me is dead and buried in the waters of baptism; and the new me is born, the me-with-Christ.

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! (2 Cor. 5:17)

I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.  The life I live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. (Gal. 2:20)

Baptism also symbolizes our spiritual union with Jesus Christ; it expresses how we partake in His death (being buried in the water) and resurrection (being raised out of the water).

For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, and you have been given the fullness in Christ, who is the head over every power and authority.  In him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of the sinful nature, not with a circumcision done by the hands of men but with the circumcision done by Christ, having been buried with him in baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead. (Col. 2:9-12)

You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. (Gal. 3:26-27)

It is important again to emphasize that baptism is not the means of conveying God’s grace, as it is in the Catholic understanding of sacrament; but rather is a visible sign demonstrating the grace of God which has already been received and experienced through salvation.  In other words, baptism is not necessary for salvation, and does not convey salvation – it is not the means of spiritual cleansing, rebirth, or union with Christ.  

B.  The Practice of Baptism
Baptism may not be necessary for salvation; however, it is something which is the mark of all followers of Jesus Christ.  It is not only a powerful symbol of what has happened to us - it is also expected and commanded of disciples of Christ.

Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. (Mt. 28:19-20)

The Church of Jesus Christ is commanded to baptize new disciples.  It is not presented as an option for the spiritual elite to undergo, but rather as the norm for all believers.  In Acts 2, Peter preaches to an assembled crowd, sharing the salvation made available through Christ’s death and resurrection.  In response, many in the crowd are convicted, and ask Peter, “What shall we do?” (Acts 2:37)  Peter responds, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.  And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.” (Acts 2:38)  Baptism is combined with repentance - both are expected of those who desire to accept the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Baptism is a necessary step of obedience and faith.

As Christians, we pattern our lives after Jesus Christ, the author and perfector of our faith.  All four Gospels record the baptism of Jesus Christ at the hands of John the Baptist,
 so baptism is a part of the example that Jesus Christ sets for us.  The same Lord who displays compassion for sinners, and commands us to love our neighbour, enters the waters of baptism and commands us to do the same.  We cannot, as Christians, pick and choose what we want to obey from the example and command of Christ.  And so we follow the example of Jesus, and obey His command, and get baptized.

Professing believers in Jesus Christ are the proper subjects of baptism - hence the terminology “believer’s baptism”.  

The majority of Christian churches
 practice infant baptism, defending the practice Biblically by referencing three passages which speak of the baptism of “households”.
  The argument is that the households would most likely have included at least some young children who could not profess their own faith prior to baptism.  While this is possible, it is reading into the text, something which is always dangerous.  All people specifically mentioned in the New Testament as being baptized are adults - nowhere is a child or infant explicitly baptized.  The more compelling reason for baptizing infants stems from churches’ understanding of baptism as a sacramental means of conveying grace.  In the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches, baptism is understood as being necessary for salvation - as effectually, not symbolically, washing away the sins of the repentant believers.  When baptism is understood in this way, it is only natural to baptize infants, in order to convey God’s saving grace to them.  Baptism is not, however, the effectual means of salvation, but rather a visual expression of salvation which has already been received.  And when we correctly understood baptism in this way, then we will not baptize infants, but only those who have personally accepted Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior.

The word baptism comes from the Greek word baptizo, meaning “immerse”; strongly suggesting that in baptism, one is to be fully immersed in water.  Immersion was the method of baptism used in the New Testament, and best symbolizes the meaning of baptism (death, burial & resurrection; cleansing).  Full immersion is practiced by most Christian Churches, including Eastern Orthodox, Anglican, Mennonite, Baptist, Alliance, etc.  

Sprinkling or pouring is practiced by many other Christian Churches, including Roman Catholic, Presbyterian, Reformed and Lutheran.  Churches which practice sprinkling or pouring have theological reasoning for doing so – they argue that New Testament baptisms were actually by this mode (Acts 8:26-39); and that the symbolism conveyed by baptism is primarily related to receiving the Holy Spirit (which is poured out – Joel 2:28, Acts 2:17, Acts 10:45). The theological reasoning behind baptism by sprinkling or pouring is understandable, but it remains incorrect.  The Biblical evidence for believer’s baptism by full immersion is undeniable and incontrovertible.  

In the New Testament, new Christians were generally baptized soon after their conversion.  The passages cited in Acts earlier all contain the stories of new converts to Christ, and shows them being baptized very soon.  Many contemporary Christians churches have fallen away from this Biblical practice of baptizing new Christians soon after their conversion.  There is a desire to see converts discipled and matured prior to their baptism.  I believe that this emphasis is unbiblical, unhelpful, and ultimately destructive to both the new believer and to the Church of Jesus Christ as a corporate body.  Baptism is not just a symbolic expression of our spiritual cleansing, rebirth, and union with Christ - it is also our initiation into the body of Christ, the Church.  If we fail to allow new converts to be baptized, we are denying them entry into the body of Christ.  Biblically, there is no evidence to suggest that one needs to be a long-term Christian,
 a “good” or “perfect” or “mature” Christian,
 or a Biblical studies expert.  Thus, denying baptism to new converts is not a biblical practice.  

Furthermore, it is worthwhile to note that baptism is a significant step in our Christian lives, establishing our willingness to obey Christ and publicly identify ourselves with Him.  Baptism is often a watershed as well, a spiritual act (an ordinance) which prompts us towards a deeper relationship with God.  I have no Biblical evidence for this, but I believe that God works through us and in us more freely and openly after we have been baptized.
  The Biblical requirements for baptism is a personal acceptance of Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord of your life, a public declaration of your faith, and a commitment and desire to live for God alone.  These characteristics are just as possible within a brand-new convert as they are within a long-time follower of Christ, and there is absolutely no reason to delay baptism.  On the contrary, new Christians should be encouraged to step forward in obedience and faith and seek baptism very early on in their Christian walk.

2.  The Lord’s Supper
Communion, or the Lord’s Supper, is the second ordinance practiced in the Baptist Church.  Baptism, being understood as one’s initiation into the body of Christ (the Church), is a pre-requisite to partaking of the Lord’s Supper.  Thus, communion is generally reserved to those who have been baptized.

The Lord’s Supper was instituted by Jesus Christ on the night that He was betrayed by Judas and handed over to be arrested, tried, and crucified - as recorded in Matthew 26:26-29, Mark 14:22-25, Luke 22:19-22, and 1 Corinthians 11:23-29.  

As Jesus shares this Last Supper with His disciples, He is speaking of His impending death – His body, which is to be broken for our sake, and His blood, which is to be shed for our sake.  We understand that Jesus’ blood, as all four Communion passages read, seals the covenant, or the new covenant – that the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ is the means by which we are saved.  This is my body; this cup … my blood … the covenant.  Christians around the world, in all kinds of different churches, in every century since the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, celebrate Communion, or the Lord’s Supper.  The bread and the wine represent, or symbolize, the broken body and shed blood of our Lord Jesus Christ.  We partake in Communion to remember and participate in the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ.

Communion is therefore something which unites Christians across all churches and denominations – the remembrance of Christ’s sacrificial death.  Sadly, in reality, the practice and understanding of communion is a source of distinction between various Christian Churches – Catholic, Lutheran, Eastern Orthodox, and what should unite us sometimes ends up dividing us instead.

The foundation of Communion is Jesus’ words, “This is my body”, and “This cup is the new covenant in my blood”.  The bread and the wine are said to be the body and blood of Jesus.  But what exactly does Jesus mean by saying, “This is my body”, and “This is my blood”?

The Roman Catholic Church interprets Jesus’ words to mean that the bread and the wine actually become the real body and real blood of Jesus when Communion is celebrated.  The Eastern Orthodox Church & the Anglican Church believe and teach that the bread and the wine become mystically the spiritual body and blood of Jesus.  The substance of the bread and the wine remain the same, but Jesus is mystically present in the bread and the wine, so that believers are partaking of the spiritual body and blood of the Lord Jesus.  As Baptists, we understand Jesus to be speaking symbolically – that the bread and the wine are symbols, representations, of the body and blood of Jesus.  

There are good reasons that as Baptists we understand Jesus’ words to be metaphorical in regards to the bread and wine of Communion.  First, Jesus quite regularly uses metaphors to describe Himself and His relationship to His followers.  I am the true vine.  I am the bread of life.  I am the bright and morning star.  I am the gate.  I am the way and the truth and the life.  Jesus is not saying that He is a literal physical gate, or star, or vine – He is using these physical elements as metaphors.  Other New Testament authors also use metaphors to describe Jesus and His significance.  Jesus is often referred to as “the Lamb of God”, but it certainly wasn’t because He was a physical lamb!  1 Peter 2:4 calls Jesus “the living Stone, rejected by men but chosen by God.”  All of this is simply to show that we are not compelled to understand the words of Jesus literally in the passages about Communion.  

Second, Jesus is both physically and spiritually present with His disciples when He speaks these words.  He is sitting with them at a table, sharing the Passover meal.  Given His real presence with His disciples, it is natural to understand His words metaphorically – that the bread and the wine are representative symbols of the sacrificial death that Jesus is about to undergo.

Third, to argue that the bread and wine literally become the body and blood of Christ implies two things – first, that Christ’s sacrifice on the cross wasn’t enough, but that His body and blood have to be sacrificed anew each week; and second, that grace is actually conveyed through the partaking of Communion – that as we participate in the Lord’s Supper, we actually receive forgiveness of our sins at that moment in time through the cleansing power of the body and blood of Christ.
  On the first point, we affirm that Jesus’ death was the once-for-all sacrifice that does not need to be repeated or re-enacted.  

Because Jesus lives forever, he has a permanent priesthood.  Therefore he is able to save completely those who come to God through him, because he always lives to intercede for them.  Such a high priest meets our need - one who is holy, blameless, pure, set apart from sinners, exalted above the heavens.  Unlike the other high priests, he doesnot need to offer sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then for the sins of the people.  He sacrificed for their sins once for all when he offered himself. Heb. 7:24-27

Provision has been made for the forgiveness of our sins for all eternity.  On the second point, the mere celebration of the Lord’s Supper does not convey grace – rather, experiencing the grace of God through Communion is dependent upon the heart condition of the participant.
  Hence the strong warning in 1 Corinthians:

Therefore, whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord.  A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup.  For anyone who eats and drinks without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself.  That is why many among you have fallen asleep.  But if we judged ourselves, we would not come under judgment. 1 Cor. 11:27-31

Finally, the words Jesus uses, particularly with regards to the cup, call to mind Old Testament passages that talk about the blood of the covenant.  During the Passover, it was the blood of the lamb, smeared on doorposts, which led the angel of the Lord to pass over Hebrew houses and kill the first-born of Egypt only.  In Exodus 24, the covenant between God and Israel, mediated through Moses, is confirmed with the sprinkling of bull’s blood.  Blood was regularly used as a symbol of the covenant of God with His people.  Jesus is drawing attention to how His blood will also be the seal of God’s new covenant with His people.

So we understand Jesus to be speaking metaphorically in these passages instituting the Lord’s Supper – that the bread and the wine are powerful symbols and reminders of the body and blood of Jesus Christ, which were given for us, for our sake, and for the establishment of the new covenant between God and His people.  

The Lord’s Supper is an ordinance of great importance, meaning, and effect.
  As Baptists, we understand that through Communion we participate in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Communion is an act of worship, whereby we express our reliance upon the sacrifice of Christ for our salvation.  We express our willingness to suffer and die for His sake – just as He suffered and died for our sake.  It is also a testimony of our union with Christ – our participation with Him, our oneness of mind, purpose, commitment, and vision with our risen Saviour and Lord.  Together, we partake of His body and blood and seek to bring ourselves into accordance with His will.  That is why it is called Communion – it is a common experience of the salvation that we have through Jesus Christ.  We experience fellowship with Jesus, and also with other Christians through the celebration of Communion.

The effects of Communion, however, are not automatic.  It is not some kind of magical ritual that conveys the Bread and Juice of Immortality.
  Our salvation does not depend upon Communion – rather, Communion is an expression of our salvation.  The spiritual benefits of the ordinance of Communion are reaped only by a heart which is given in submission, humility, and thanksgiving to Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord.    

VIII.  The Sabbath & The Lord’s Day
God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.  And there was evening, and there was morning - the sixth day.

Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array.

By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work.  And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done. Genesis 1:31-2:3
Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy.  Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the LORD your God. On it you shall not do any work, neither you, nor your son or daughter, nor your manservant or maidservant, nor your animals, nor the alien within your gates.  For in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy.  Exodus 20:8-11

A Sabbath Day is reflective of God’s desire for His people to rest.  In the Old Testament, the Sabbath Day was the seventh day of the week, Saturday, reflecting God’s rest on the seventh day of Creation.  Because Hebrew days were measured from sundown to sundown, the Jewish Sabbath day begins at sunset on Friday evening, and ends at sunset on Saturday evening.  The Sabbath was instituted by God as a lasting commandment; it is not optional, but required.  And yet the majority of Christian churches do not observe the Sabbath day on Saturdays any longer.

The Old Testament timing of the Sabbath Day has been supplanted by the Christian recognition and celebration of the Lord’s Day – the first day of the week (Sunday), on which Jesus was raised from the dead.
  Each Sunday is a “Little Easter”, a joyous remembrance and celebration of the resurrection of Jesus Christ.
  In most Christian traditions, the importance of the Sabbath Day is still recognized; it has just been moved to Sunday from Saturday.  That is, Christians celebrate the resurrection of Jesus Christ, and also celebrate the Sabbath Day by taking a day of rest on Sunday.

I recall when I first became a Christian, I was under the impression that the Sabbath Day had always been Sunday.  The first Christians who I knew and asked questions of always referred to Sunday as the Sabbath, and held it important to rest on Sundays.  Teens were not allowed to work on Sundays; labor was avoided; families were encouraged to spend restful, quiet, enjoyable time together.  It was quite a few years later that I learned that Saturday had been the Sabbath Day, and had only been moved to Sundays in order to celebrate Christ’s resurrection.  

What is most important is not the particular day on which one celebrates God’s Sabbath, but rather the actual practice of Sabbath.
  In Western Christianity, the concept of taking a day of rest has become difficult, as the culture of busy-ness and constant activity has desensitized us to the need for resting in God.  There is a real pressing need to rediscover and proclaim a Sabbatarian theology amongst our churches - recognizing that we are creatures of limited strength and ability, and that God has commanded us to take a Sabbath for our own good, and that our failure to do so is, in the first place, disobedient, and in the second place, a hindrance to our effectiveness for the kingdom of God.  However, as Jesus exemplified, it is still right and proper to undertake works of mercy, necessity, and kindness on the Sabbath Day.

Going on from that  place, he went into their synagogue, and a man with a shriveled hand was there.  Looking for a reason to accuse Jesus, they asked him, “Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?”

He said to them, “If any of you has a sheep and it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will you not take hold of it and lift it out?  How much more valuable is a man than a sheep?  Therefore it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath.” Matthew 12:9-12

IX.  The Kingdom of God
The kingdom of God is both general and particular.  Generally, the kingdom of God expresses His Lordship and sovereignty over the universe and everything & everyone in it.  Particularly, the kingdom of God expresses His Lordship over men and women who acknowledge Him as their Lord.  God’s particular sovereignty over the lives of His people is reflected in our obedience to His will, His purposes, and His commandments.  God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit - reign over us in complete sovereignty, as we give our lives over to Him.  The general kingdom of God has two contexts - present and future.

In the present context, the kingdom of God represents God’s desire for His will to be done on earth.  Thus, Jesus teaches His disciples to pray:

Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name; your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.  Matthew 6:9-10

Our desire to see God’s kingdom established on earth does not end with prayer.  Rather, our prayers are worked out in our daily lives, as we seek to bring human establishments and institutions into closer connection with God, thereby bringing the kingdom of God nearer than it was before.  Such was the driving force behind the ministry of many great Christian leaders, pastors, and teachers.

Martin Luther King, Jr., who sought an end to racial segregation and discrimination in the United States.  While he did not live long enough to see the disestablishment of segregation, nonetheless it was his ministry, passion, and vision that served as the driving force to end the segregation of blacks and whites throughout the United States.

William Wilberforce, and other members of the Clapham Sect in Britain, who sought and secured an end to both the slave trade and the institution of slavery throughout the British Empire.  Wilberforce’s evangelical Christian faith was the driving force behind the comprehension of slavery’s evils.

All Christians should be seeking to further the kingdom of God on earth, no matter what walk of life they are involved in.  Christian politicians should seek to bring political institutions and policies into closer adherence to God’s kingdom; Christian educators should seek to inculcate God’s kingdom principles and values into their students; Christian businessmen should operate by Christian principles.  All believers are instrumental in bringing the kingdom of God to earth, and none should excuse themselves as being too small, too insignificant, to make a difference.  

In the future context, the kingdom of God is finally consummated and brought to bear at the end of time.  At the end of time, which time is established by God the Father in His divine wisdom and sovereignty, Jesus Christ will return to earth in visible glory.

For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first.  After that, we who are still alive will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air.  And so we will be with the Lord forever.  1 Thess. 4:16-17

Jesus’ second coming will be in visible glory, an unmistakable event which will be witnessed simultaneously by all peoples on earth.  When Jesus returns, the dead will be raised, and all men and women will face the righteous judgment of God.  Followers of Christ will be raised with glorified bodies and enter the fullness of God’s kingdom in heaven, where they will dwell with the Triune God and His Church forever.  The unrighteous will be raised to everlasting punishment in Hell, the just judgment they bring upon themselves.

Although many so-called end-times prophets have speculated concerning the definitive timing of Christ’s second coming, God has purposely left it a mystery unknown to any but Himself.
  The attempt to read the signs of the time and predict the second coming of Christ represents sinful human arrogance - attempting to co-opt for humans what has explicitly been reserved to the Lord God.  Nonetheless, there has been a plethora of prophetic scholars who have understood from current events that the end is near.  Many such scholars have been foolish enough to prophecy the timing of the second coming, and while this foolishness has been a staple of Christian history since the resurrection and ascension of Christ, it seems to have proliferated exponentially in the latter half of the 20th century.

Thus, we have had “prophets” such as Hal Lindsay, predicting the second coming of Christ is 1988, then in 1993, 1997, 2000, and 2003; Grant Jeffrey, predicting the second coming of Christ in 1997 and 2000.  Of course, all such predictions have so far been false, exposing the true nature of those “prophets”.

You may say to yourselves, “How can we know when a message has not been spoken by the Lord?”  If what a prophet proclaims in the name of the Lord does not take place or come true, that is a message the Lord has not spoken.  That prophet has spoken presumptuously.  Do not be afraid of him.  Deut. 18:21-22

Such words expose the nature of end-times prophets and predictors as nothing but false prophets, not worthy of our attention or respect.  

Our focus when we consider the consummation of the kingdom of God should be to prepare personally, so that the end does not come upon us unawares, and furthermore to prepare others for the second coming of Christ.  The imminence of Christ’s second coming
 should drive us to share the Good News of God’s coming kingdom with those around us, to bring them into the kingdom of God.  Christ will return when He will return – we are not intended to know the timing of His second coming.  Rather, we are to prepared for His return every day.

PART TWO - FAITHFULNESS

I.  Who Am I?
When I was young, the question of meaning and purpose plagued me.  I recall a brief conversation with my mom, shortly after my great-grandmother passed away when I was 9 years old.  While traveling home in the car one night, I think from music lessons, I asked my mom, “What happens to us after we die?”  I honestly do not recall why I asked that question – I can only assume that the question had come up and been dealt with at great-Grandma Ross’s funeral, and that I wanted to know more.  My memory of my mom’s response is somewhat foggy – time has a tendency of blurring my memories of other people’s words.  But as I recall, mom answered, “I really don’t know”, or something to that extent.  It was a distinctly unsatisfactory answer to me at the time – that I do recall.  I wanted to know what happened to us after we die, and mom was unable to give me any kind of answer.  In junior high and high school, I went through stages where I felt that, if this was all there was to life – living like this, and then dying, and that’s it – that there was no point.  I was never suicidal, I never had any desire to actually take my own life, but I certainly questioned the point in living.  I did not know God; I didn’t even believe in God!  And I often felt that life was one big cosmic, cruel joke.  

1.  Saved by the Grace of God – Why Me?
Who am I, that the Lord of all the earth 
Would care to know my name; would care to feel my hurt 
Who am I, that the Bright and Morning Star 
Would choose to light the way for my ever wandering heart 

Who Am I, that the eyes that see my sin 
Would look on me with love and watch me rise again 
Who Am I, that the voice that calmed the sea 
Would call out through the rain, and calm the storm in me 

Not because of who I am, but because of what You've done 
Not because of what I've done, but because of who You are 

I am a flower quickly fading, here today and gone tomorrow 
A wave tossed in the ocean, a vapour in the wind 
Still You hear me when I'm calling, Lord, You catch me when I'm falling 
And You've told me who I am; I am Yours.     Casting Crowns, Who Am I?
I grew up in a loving family; one which never talked about God, or spirituality, or religion.  The only two times I can remember being in church were for my cousin Toni’s wedding (when I was probably 10), and for Grandpa Roberts’ funeral (when I was in Grade 11).
  God just wasn’t on the map in terms of our family conversations.

It wasn’t until after Grade 10 that someone first talked to me about Christianity.  I met a Catholic girl, Val, at a summer music camp.  We became friends, and after the camp, we wrote letters back and forth.  She would write to me about her faith in God, and the peace and comfort and joy that it brought to her life.  I would write nasty letters back, asking how a good God could allow suffering.  Although I had never previously really thought about religious issues, it seemed to me that there couldn’t be a God, because life was too cruel and meaningless and purposeless.  Yet Val got me at least talking about religious matters.  

My emerging atheism continued until the middle of Grade 12.  I had two friends, twin girls, a year younger than me, who were Baptist.  They would go out to the movies with me and my two close friends, and they would tell us, very seriously, how they were concerned for our souls.  They genuinely cared about us, and feared that we were going to go to hell.  In response to their love and compassion, we mocked them.  We cared about them too, but didn’t want them talking religion with us, and so we would make fun of them.  

Then, halfway through Grade 12, I developed a serious crush on a girl in grade 11.  Vanessa was sweet, and funny, and had a beautiful smile and a contagious laugh, and I found myself “falling in love” with her.  Finally, after being a nervous, love-struck wreck for weeks, I worked up the courage to ask her out.  That night (a Friday night, I believe), I talked with her for a long time when she got off work.  She explained that, although she really liked me, she couldn’t date me.  Vanessa explained that she was a Christian, and she knew that I was not a Christian, and she felt it was important to only date someone who shared the same beliefs as her – that otherwise, there would be too many problems in a relationship.  She shared that she really, really, did like me, but just couldn’t go out with me.  Then she invited me to start going to church with her.

I liked her.  I was falling in love with her.  I wanted to date her.  But I figured I didn’t like her THAT much; so I said no.  I don’t remember what else I said.  But I didn’t go to church with Vanessa that Sunday.

The next week, I was driving home from orchestra practice, late on a frigid, snowy, January night, when I was involved in an accident.  A Jeep Cherokee started to cut me off on a bridge; being a very new driver, I panicked.  I lost control of the station wagon, smashed into one guardrail, bounced across the street, plowed into the Jeep’s passenger door, bounced into the other guardrail, back across the two lanes of traffic, and finally came to a stop.  I was still alive, but in those brief moments, my life flashed before my eyes as I envisioned going over the rail of the bridge.  Thankfully, I was in an old station wagon that was built like a tank – it was pretty much destroyed (or at least looked like it in my eyes), but I was fine.  Shaken up and in shock; but alive and whole.

Two days later, Vanessa approached me to see whether I would be interested in going to a musical drama presentation at her church that night (a Friday).  I had nothing else to do, and wanted to be with her, and had just been shaken up, so I agreed to go.  Vanessa picked me up that night to take me to church for the very first time.  I don’t remember much about the drama, or the music, or anything else about the evening.
  But at the end, their youth pastor stood up to say a few words.  He closed by asking, “If you were on your way home tonight, and were run over by a bus and killed; where would you go?  Would you go to heaven?  Or to hell?”  That was all that I heard, because at that instant I had the absolute certainty that if I had died on Wednesday night in that car crash, I would have died and gone to hell.  I didn’t exactly understand what that meant, but I was pretty sure that it wasn’t a good thing.  And I desired to find out how I could change my eternal fate.  There was this instant connection within me, an immediate understanding that there is more than this life – that there is a heaven and a hell.  And I knew that I wanted to go to heaven, not hell.  So I endeavoured to learn more.

That Sunday, I asked Vanessa to pick me up and bring me to church.  She told me about this thing called “Sunday school”, which happened before the church service.  I said, “Whatever – yeah, I can go to that.  Just as long as you promise you won’t abandon me and leave me with a bunch of people that I don’t know.”  She promised, and off we went to Sunday school.  Lo and behold, that was the first Sunday that their high school class was split into guys and girls groups – after 15 minutes all together, they sent the guys one direction and the girls another.  If looks could kill, Vanessa would’ve been dead!  She felt terrible, I was extremely awkward; but I survived.  After Sunday school was “church”.  Huge sanctuary, tons of people.  And yet when the pastor preached, it felt like I was the only person in the whole room, and he was talking directly to me.  I know now that it was God speaking to me through the pastor, and that the message was, in a sense, intended just for me.  At the time, it was just overwhelming, having the pastor speaking in a way which was just straight through my heart.  

I was hooked.  I kept coming back for more.  I would go with Vanessa to youth group on Friday nights; I would go to Sunday school and worship on Sunday mornings.  Then, when her family drove me home from church, I would ask her dad questions.  Then, during the week, I would spend time talking with Vanessa, and I would ask her more questions.  Everything the pastor spoke about on Sunday mornings seemed to be directly related to me.  He was preaching from the Book of Revelation, and I remember one Sunday morning he was asking – “whose side are you going to be on when the King of Kings comes back to earth?  Will you be in God’s army, or the army of evil?  You need to decide!”  Every sermon was directed right towards my heart.  I would ask Vanessa tough questions during the week – about God’s nature and character, about suffering and evil, all kinds of things.  Later, I learned that Vanessa felt totally overwhelmed by my questions, and didn’t think that she was able to give me any answers.  And yet, at the time, every answer that she gave was precisely what I needed to hear.  God used her to speak to me very clearly.  Soon, Vanessa and I started dating – she, and her family, saw changes in me that made her willing to go out with me.

During this whole time, my parents were away on holidays.  They came back from holidays to a wrecked vehicle, and a youngest son who had all of a sudden started going to church faithfully with his new girlfriend.  It was all a little much.  Valentine’s Day came on a Sunday that year.  Vanessa was going on a youth retreat to Regina that weekend, so I arranged for her parents to pick me up from church.  Sunday morning came, and I was up out of bed, bright and early.  I got dressed in my Sunday best – only-slightly-ripped jeans and a relatively-clean T-shirt – and sat waiting for my ride to come.  Then my mom came out of her room and asked what I was doing.  Well, obviously, I said, I was getting ready for church – Vanessa’s parents were coming to get me.  

“Isn’t Vanessa away this weekend?” my mom asked.  “Don’t you think that’s a little far to go to impress her parents?”

At this, I was crushed.  My mom figured that I was going to church just to impress my girlfriend – to make her happy and willing to date me.  And then I realized that this impression was completely understandable.  After all, Vanessa had been unwilling to date me when she knew I wasn’t a Christian – it would be quite natural to assume that the only reason I was going to church was to make her willing to go out with me.  Well, as things went, my mom called Vanessa’s mom and said that I wasn’t going to church that morning.  I went to my room, very upset; and for the first time in my life, I prayed to God.  I knew that God was real; I knew that there was only one way to heaven, and that it had to do with this guy Jesus.  And I prayed to God, “God – I’m not going to church for Vanessa, or to please her parents.  I’m going because I know I need you.  I want you in my life.”  Honestly, I didn’t understand the whole Gospel; I wasn’t totally sure of what I was committing my life to – I just knew that this was what I wanted and needed.  I shed a lot of tears that day, and I couldn’t believe that my mom wouldn’t let her 17-year-old son go to church.

A few weeks later, Vanessa’s youth pastor – Ty McKenzie – took us out for lunch.  He wanted to explain the plan of salvation to me.  I remember him writing on a napkin, showing a bridge, how we were separated from God by our sin, and how Jesus bridges the gap between us and God by His death on the cross, and now we can come back to God and have eternal life.    I was kind of impatient with Ty, wanting him to just get through it all – because I knew this was what I wanted to be true in my own life.  This was only the beginning – I still had so much to learn about God, His Son Jesus, and what God requires of us.  Yet I knew this was the truth, and that it was essential in my life.  I began to change, very quickly in some respects.  Even my parents, who were not pleased that I was going to church, were very pleased with the changes that were occurring in my attitude and behaviour.

Why would God save me?  There was nothing admirable or good or beneficial about me.  I had spent lots of time and energy insisting that God was a farce, and that if He existed He must be some kind of cruel monster.  I mocked Christians, and tried to convince them that their faith was vain.  And yet the Holy Spirit worked within me, softening me, even disciplining me.  God smacked me across the face to wake me up to the realities of my own mortality, and the eternal condemnation that I was bringing upon myself.  I could have responded to that car accident by cursing God, rejecting Vanessa, and living a life of hatred and rebellion.  Instead, God softened my heart, and that crisis made me willing to open myself up to experiencing Christianity.  God continued to speak directly to me, through pastors, and friends, and brought me into a saving relationship with Him.  For that, my gratitude and thanks and praise are forever directed towards the Lord God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  My conversion to Christianity was not based upon intellectual persuasion, or rational argumentation – my heart was hardened against such things.  Rather, what led to my conversion was the Holy Spirit of God invading my heart, breaking down my defenses and pride.  It was personal experiences of God’s greatness which brought me to my knees in humility and prayer.

As a pastor, I draw great comfort from my own conversion to Christianity.  I once was lost, but now am found; was blind but now I see.  I can never look at someone as being a hopeless case; I cannot believe that anyone is beyond the reaches of God’s magnificent loving grace.  I was so hard towards God, and yet God saved me.  I can identify with the Apostle Paul, who declares with full confidence: “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners – of whom I am the worst.  But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life.” ( 1 Timothy 1:15-16)  I believe that God can save anyone – if He can save me, the worst of sinners, then surely He can save whoever it is that seems like such a tough nut to crack.  No one is beyond the saving grace of God.

2.  Called Out to Serve God – Why Me?
Vanessa and I were both baptized at Mill View Alliance Church, by Rev. Owen Bayne, in April of 1996.  On May 18, 1996, Pastor Bayne officiated at our wedding ceremony.  I was 20, Vanessa was still 19.  We moved into an apartment by Londonderry Mall, in Edmonton’s northeast side, to be close to Vanessa’s workplace – Gibbons Dental Clinic.  We were attending Mill View every Sunday, and teaching the Grade 1-4 Sunday school class together.  Our faith was very important to us, and our marriage was founded upon Christ.  

In September, 1996, I entered my 4th year at the University of Alberta, wrapping up an Honors Bachelor of Arts degree in Political Science.  A BA in PoliSci is otherwise known as a “hamburger-flipping degree”, meaning that it qualifies you for a career at McDonald’s.  But I always had every intention of going further than a B.A.  I desired to go on to something else – a Master’s degree, or perhaps a PhD.  I just didn’t know what.  As I entered my last undergrad year, I considered Law; I considered Business; I considered a joint Law-Business degree.  But nothing felt right.  I had always loved the thought of being a lawyer, especially a trial lawyer.  But all of a sudden, for inexplicable reasons, it didn’t feel right.  I was working with the ScotiaBank, and kind of relished the thought of advancing up the ranks within the bank; and yet going on to business didn’t feel right either.

Many times Vanessa and I would stay up late into the night and agonize together over what I was going to do after graduation.  Nothing felt right.  In the midst of that agony, God spoke to me.  One Sunday morning, we had a guest speaker at Mill View; he was preaching on Matthew 9:35-38, the need for labourers amongst the harvest.  In the middle of the sermon, God spoke very clearly to me, in the quietness of my heart.  In the midst of my agony and indecision, not knowing what I was going to do with my life, God spoke 7 simple words to me – “I want you to be a pastor.”  It was the first time in my life that God had ever spoken so clearly and unmistakably to me.    

After the service, I told Vanessa.  I was honestly afraid of how she would respond.  But Vanessa replied, “That’s funny, because this morning I felt God telling me that He wants my love to be a pastor too.”  God, in His infinite wisdom and goodness, had spoken the same message to both Vanessa and I that morning.  The next day, I called Pastor Bayne and asked to meet for coffee – I knew that I needed to talk to him about this direction from God.  I was really scared about telling him; I feared that he might think I was crazy, or stupid, or both!  We got together, and I told him – “Pastor Bayne, I think that maybe, um, God, like, kinda wants me to maybe be a pastor … or something.”  And I’ll never forget his response – he joyously pounded the table, and hollered out “Hallelujah!  Praise the Lord!”  He was so excited and affirming, and just confirmed with no hesitation the calling of God upon my life.  So I asked him the logical question: “Umm … what do I do now?”  God had made my future plans known, but I didn’t know what to do next!  Pastor Bayne gently said, “Well, to go into ministry, you need to receive some education, instruction, and training.  You need to go to seminary.”

“A cemetery?” I asked.

“No, no – seminary – that’s like pastor’s school.”  Pastor Bayne explained what a seminary is – I was shocked to find out that such places existed, and asked him where I might find one of these.  He told me that the Alliance Church’s Seminary was in Regina, Saskatchewan.

“Regina, huh?” I responded, with a very doubtful and quizzical look on my face.  In my heart, I immediately knew that there was absolutely no way that Vanessa and I were going to move to Regina – she had a good job as a Dental Assistant, and to move to Saskatchewan, she would need to be re-certified, which might not be too easy.  Pastor Bayne, sensing my doubt, went on to say that there was also a very good seminary in Edmonton, called Edmonton Baptist Seminary.  He advised me to contact the school and seek to enrol in their Masters of Divinity program.  Vanessa and I were much happier with the thought of being able to stay in Edmonton, close to our families, where she was working, for me to receive the training and education that I desperately needed.  

The next fall I began studies at Edmonton Baptist Seminary, now called Taylor Seminary, and graduated in 2000 with a Masters of Divinity in Pastoral Ministry.  The first days and weeks in seminary were terribly overwhelming.  I had been a Christian for 4 years, but when I met all these other guys who were training for ministry, I felt very insignificant, unprepared, uneducated, and incapable.  I went into school with guys who had been preaching regularly in their home church for years; guys who were already pastors, and were upgrading their education; guys who knew their Bibles inside-out; guys who grew up in strong Christian families; guys who were preachers’ kids.  I was so intimidated.  I wanted to quit.  I didn’t think I would ever measure up.  Vanessa, as always, was my encouragement and my support.  At every step, when I doubted myself, or doubted God’s ability to work in and through me, Vanessa was there to hold me, to build me up, to remind me that God would continue to be faithful.  And so I stayed.

Gradually, I learned where to find the various books of the Bible.  I learned about things like “The Inter-Testamental Period” which I never knew existed.  I learned New Testament Greek; I read the Apocrypha and the Pseudepigrapha.  The professors at EBS were, in my eyes, heroes of the faith.  They were knowledgeable, wise, supportive, and encouraging.  There were times that they must have wondered what on earth I was doing in seminary, but they loved and nurtured me as I grew in knowledge and faith.  Our three years at EBS were a source of tremendous personal growth – I feel like God re-made me three times over while I was there.  I graduated in the class of 2000 with a Masters of Divinity in Pastoral Ministry.  I was now ready to take on the world!

After graduation, my desire and intent was to pastor a small church in a small town somewhere in western Canada – anywhere other than Edmonton.  But God did not allow my desire to be fulfilled; instead, God answered “No” to my prayers for almost a year.  We would say “Yes”, a church would answer “No”.  Four times we were ready to move to a small community to minister in a little church, and four times the church said no.  A church would say “Yes”, we wouldn’t feel right, and would answer “No”.  Four times we interviewed or candidated at a church, and the church called us, asking us to come and minister there, and four times we answered no.  God in His grace did not answer our prayers in the way that we want Him too.  He loves us too much to just give us what we want – He wants to give us what is best instead.    

God kept saying no until I was ready to acknowledge His specific calling and leading.  Then, and only then, did God connect me with Stephen Yeung, who was chairing ECBC’s Pastoral Search Committee.  I interviewed at the church, and it felt right.  Vanessa and I visited, along with our baby boy, Mataeo, and it felt right.  We candidated at the church, and it felt right.  ECBC called us to come, for me to serve as Assistant English Pastor, and it felt right.  On July 15, 2001, I began serving as the full-time English Pastor of ECBC, a fact which remains an incredible honour and a tremendous responsibility.  My desire and prayer today is the same as it was when I graduated from seminary – to serve in the same church for a long time, for my entire pastoral “career” if God allows.  I love this church, and I know that this is where I am called to be.  That is why the whole concept of being ordained as a minister within the Canadian Convention of Southern Baptists, as the English Pastor of Edmonton Chinese Baptist Church, is an overwhelming honour and privilege.

Why me?  Why did God call me to be a pastor?  There are lots of people smarter than me, holier than me, wiser than me.  Lots of people know their Bible better, have walked with God for longer, and have a better personal background.  Why call me?  I am undeserving of being a minister of God.  And yet that, again, is a source of great comfort and encouragement to me.  God chooses the dishonourable, in order that He might be honored and glorified all the more.  I am called out as a servant of God, not because of anything good about me, but rather because of the greatness and majesty of the Lord God whom I serve.  It is about His greatness, not mine.  As long as this remains my perspective, I will remember that I can do all things through Him who gives me strength.  It is God who has called me to this task; it is God who enables me to fulfill His calling; and it is to God that the glory belongs.

II.  The Greatest Commandments
Hearing that Jesus had silenced the Sadducees, the Pharisees got together.  One of them, an expert in the law, tested him with this question: 

 "Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?" Jesus replied: "'Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.'  This is the first and greatest commandment.  And the second is like it: 'Love your neighbour as yourself.'  All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments."
One day, I was fishing with my Grampa Anderson on the beautifully dark blue waters of Babine Lake in northern British Columbia.  I desired to share with him the wonderfully good news of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ.  I wanted him to be able to share what I have experienced in my life.  We were talking, and the conversation moved to religious matters.  I asked my Grampa what he thought God required of us.

“I suppose to do to others what I want them to do to me,”
 he answered.  “To be kind and loving and good to others.  If I do that, I figure that I’ll be okay – that God is probably going to be pretty happy with me.”  I nodded pensively, and stared out towards our fishing poles, shining in the bright sunlight.  “Why?” Grampa asked, “what do you think God requires?  Studying for the ministry and all that, you ought to know, right?”

Then I told my Grampa how God says that there are two laws that sum up everything that He desires of us, and that what Grampa had expressed was the second of those.  “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength; and love your neighbour as yourself.  The second one, loving our neighbour, is good and right – but it’s only worthwhile if we are also obeying the most important commandment, to love God.”  At that, the boat became very quiet.  Grampa and I sat quietly together, pondering the lake, the fish, and our words.  Nothing more was said.  Grampa changed the subject.

All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.  There is nothing more important than to love God, and to love our neighbour.  This is the calling for living out our Christian lives.

1.  Love God
It sounds so simple – “Love God.”  But how can we love someone whom we cannot completely comprehend, whom we cannot see or touch?  Before God’s love overwhelmed me, I disdained the God whom I did not know – in whom I did not even believe.  Is it possible that many people today suffer from the same mindset – they claim to hate a God in whom they do not believe, a God whom they do not know?  Do many non-Christians today despise a caricature of God which bears no resemblance to the Triune God of the Bible?  

Is it possible that many people today suffer from the opposite error – of claiming to “love” a God whom they do not really know?  To love God means to love Him in His fullness, not in some emasculated semi-Christian representation which embraces some facets of the Biblical God but rejects others.  The Bible reveals the Triune God to be loving, holy, jealous, just, gracious, wrathful, permissive, and disciplining.
  Loving God means accepting and embracing even those characteristics which are unpalatable to us at first, for His characteristics are all inter-related and ultimately inseparable.  God is a composite whole – we cannot choose to love just part of Him!

Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God.  Everyone who lives in love has been born of God and knows God. … God is love.  Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him.  1 John 4:7, 16 

For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life. John 3:16

Love is perhaps the best-known, best-liked, and most widely accepted characteristic of God.  It is easy to love a God of love!  God’s love for us means that He desires what is best for us, and always has our well-being and best interests at heart.  His love is infinite, eternal, and unconditional.  It has no beginning and no end, and does not depend upon our worthiness.

“Be holy, because I, the Lord your God, am holy. Lev. 19:2

God is holy.  He is entirely separate from His Creation and His creatures.  He is perfect, whereas we are sinful.  “My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,” declares the Lord.  “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)   We are created in the image of God, but the fullness of God is so much bigger and better than anything we can comprehend.  When men and women of the Bible came into direct contact with God’s divine presence, they were overwhelmed by the greatness and glory of His holiness.

In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe filled the temple.  Above him were seraphs, each with six wings: With two wings they covered their faces, with two they covered their feet, and with two they were flying.  And they were calling to one another: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.”  At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds shook and the temple was filled with smoke.

“Woe to me!” I cried.  “I am ruined!  For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty.” Isaiah 6:1-5

God is a jealous God.
  He demands to be the sole source of our worship, adoration, and commitment.  God cannot be synthesized with our underlying religion or worldview – He must be the only focus of our attention.  An effective deception Satan uses is the temptation to simply add Jesus to whatever someone already believes – so that someone becomes a “Christian Buddhist”, or a “Christian evolutionist”.  God is not content to play second fiddle; or even to play first fiddle beside an accompanist.  Rather, God demands to be the whole orchestra.

God is just.  He ensures eternal justice – righting wrongs, punishing wrongdoers, and rewarding the righteous.  God is the judge of mankind – He will punish or reward us according to His perfect standard of justice.
  Before I was a Christian, I recall complaining that, if there was a God, then He must be an unjust God.  There was an old Iron Maiden song, “Only the Good Die Young”, which seemed to me to be true; the chorus went – “Only the good die young; all the evil seem to live forever.”  This outlook on life, while true on the surface, neglects the truth that this present life is not all there is to our existence – in fact, it is only a brief snapshot compared to our eternal existence.  The wrongs that are committed by unrepentant evil men will be requited after their death.  Their wrongdoing will not be undone; but they will endure the consequences of their sin.  Understanding God’s justice in the light of eternity and final judgment helped me to love and embrace God in all His fullness.

God is gracious.  As emphasized earlier, all men and women are sinful, deserving of eternal condemnation and judgment; yet the grace of God does not allow sin, death, and condemnation to be the final word.
  He provided the way for us to be redeemed.  God’s grace is undeserved; it cannot be earned.  It is offered purely because of the character and nature of the Triune God.  We do not deserve the salvation that He offers us by His grace.

God is wrathful.  Upon those who sin and rebel to the end, and do not repent and acknowledge Christ as Saviour and Lord, God pours out His wrath.

God is “permissive”; not in the sense of allowing His children to do whatever they desire to do without frowning or disapproving, but rather in the sense of allowing His children to exercise their free will, even when that free will goes against His desires, purposes, or will.  It is God’s permissiveness that I was actually rejecting before I was a Christian, when I questioned God’s justice based upon the evils that are perpetrated by sinful men.  I would have preferred that God exercise His divine will, and over-ride the sinful tendencies of men who would cause great amounts of suffering, pain, and death.  Yet God is permissive, and allows us to have our way, even when it causes harm to others or ourselves.  It is not that God smiles upon us when we do wrong in this way – quite the contrary, it stirs up God’s wrath, and violates His divine justice and holiness.  Yet God sovereignly allows us to pursue our sinful desires, still always desiring for us to return to Him.
  The ultimate expression of God’s permissiveness is the final judgment.  To those men and women who have chosen to live without God, God grants them their will for all eternity.

God disciplines those whom He loves.  He allows us to go through trials, troubles, and even pain and suffering, in order to spur us on towards becoming the men and women that He desires us to be.

In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood. And you have forgotten that word of encouragement that addresses you as sons: 
   "My son, do not make light of the Lord's discipline, 
      and do not lose heart when he rebukes you, 
 because the Lord disciplines those he loves, 
      and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son." 

Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons.  For what son is not disciplined by his father? If you are not disciplined (and everyone undergoes discipline), then you are illegitimate children and not true sons. Moreover, we have all had human fathers who disciplined us and we respected them for it.  How much more should we submit to the Father of our spirits and live!  Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness.  No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.  Hebrews 12:4-11

If we are to love God, we must embrace all of Him – even the characteristics of God that seem undesirable to us at first.  Before accepting Christ, I struggled with the concept of an all-powerful, all-loving God permitting evil or sin to exist.  If sin had such disastrous consequences, why did God allow temptation?  For that matter, why does God respond to our sin with judgment and wrath?  Couldn’t He just forgive based upon His love for us?  It took a long time to grow and mature, and to understand the inter-connectedness of all of God’s attributes – that without temptation, we cannot truly and freely love God; that without God’s just judgment, His gracious love is meaningless.  The Triune God is a complex composite whole; we dare not try to separate His characteristics – embracing some and rejecting others.  To love God with our whole heart, mind, soul, and strength means seeking to understand and accept every aspect of God.

Loving God also means obeying Him.  We cannot love God and wilfully disobey His commands – love and obedience go together.

“If you love me, you will obey what I command.” John 14:15

“If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching.  My Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him.  He who does not love me will not obey my teaching.” John 14:23-24

“As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you.  Now remain in my love.  If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love.  I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.” John 15:9-11

Love and obedience must co-exist in the life of a disciple.  It is not for no reason that Paul often calls himself a “slave” (Greek doulos) of Christ.
  As servants or slaves of Christ, we offer to Him unquestioning, unhesitating obedience.  The great irony is that it is through our total submission to Christ that we ultimately find true freedom.  Following our sinful desires, while it may be “free” on our part, enslaves us to sin; obeying God frees us from the oppression of our sinful nature, and brings us to true liberty.

So to love God is not so simple as to mouth the right words, or to intellectually assent to the right beliefs.  It is based, ultimately, upon an ever-deepening relationship with the Triune God, where, as we come to know Him better, we fall ever more deeply in love with Him.
  Our love for God is founded upon the sure knowledge that He loves us and desires what is best for us, and that He has offered us salvation and eternal life through Jesus Christ.  Our love for God is necessarily a responsive love, worked out in our daily lives through prayer (talking to and listening to God), Bible study (learning about Him so we can know and understand His character and commands), worship (offering our praises and very lives to Him), and stewardship (using all He has entrusted to us for His purposes).

2.  Love Others
We love because he first loved us.  If anyone says, "I love God," yet hates his brother, he is a liar.  For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen.  And he has given us this command: Whoever loves God must also love his brother. 1 John 4:19-21

It pains me to admit it, but many non-Christians in our society have the impression that Christians don’t like them.  Sometimes this perception is based upon misinterpretation – such as the homosexual who hears a sermon explaining that homosexuality is sinful, and concludes that the preacher hates and condemns him or her; whereas the preacher has in fact emphasized that the sin is condemned, but the sinner is loved.  Sometimes, however, the perception is based upon reality – such as when a Christian tells a homosexual, “You are despicably sinful and disgusting, and I can’t stand you!”  There are, sadly, people who profess Christ as Saviour and Lord who really do not exhibit love for their fellow-men.  It is also true that each of us who follow Christ have times when we fail to rightly love others.  None of us is perfect in our love for our fellow human being.  But the commandment to “love your neighbour” is clear, uncompromising, and unconditional.

It is interesting
 that when He commands us to love our neighbour as ourselves, Jesus does not add, “But only if they’re good, likeable people who are worthy of your love.”  We are to love everyone.  In the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 9:25-37), Jesus turns “love your neighbour” on its head, telling us to be a neighbour to people, and to love them accordingly – not just to love those who are close to us.  It doesn’t matter whether someone is a Christian, or a good person, or a prostitute, or a Buddhist, or an atheist – we are to love them.  Where would I be if people had looked at me and figured I was unworthy of their love because I was a God-denying, foul-mouthed, rebellious young man?  

As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient.  All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts.  Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath.  Ephesians 2:1-3

I was totally undeserving of God’s love, and yet He extended His love to me.  I was undeserving of the love of other Christians, and yet some Christians showed love to me.  I am now asked to do the same, to show the love of God to those who are not deserving of it!  The love that we are to show is not a passive verb – it is active.  We must love in deed, not only in word.  Individually as Christians, and corporately as the Church, we show love to others through mercy ministry, service, evangelism, and mission.

Mercy ministry is providing for the needs of those who are unable to provide for themselves.  Simply put, when people are in need, we are called to meet their needs.

Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.   James 1:27

Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food.  If one of you says to him, “Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed,” but does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it?   James 2:15-16

The Scriptural imperative to provide for the poor, the widow, the fatherless, the alien, and the orphan is not tied to the worthiness of the person in need.  We are simply called to help those who need help – to feed the hungry, heal the sick, clothe the naked, and care for the orphan.  

Caring and providing for people does not always mean giving people all that they say they need, or are asking for.  Our church is located in an increasingly inner-city neighbourhood close to downtown Edmonton.  There is a large transient population in our low-rent apartments, and a sizeable homeless population that calls the area home.  Quite often, people come to the church, asking for money.  On such occasions, I seek to determine why they are asking for money.  Usually they say they need money for food or the bus.  Then I seek to fulfill the physical need by providing food from the church, or giving them a bus ticket.  If I am able to help meet the physical need, good!  Sometimes, however, upon meeting the expressed physical need, I am met with another request, explicitly for money.  In these situations, I rarely supply them with money, usually because I fear the money will be used to purchase alcohol or illicit drugs.  My love for them means that I am not going to provide them with the means to harm themselves by entering further into a dangerous addiction.  I will supply physical needs, but I will not enable addictions.

On one occasion, I was approached in the Baptist chaplain’s office at the University of Alberta
 by a troubled young man with a long list of expressed needs.  He had been through an exceptionally hard time, was from an abusive family background, living on AISH (Assured Income for the Severely Handicapped), desiring to get further education but not being accepted by anyone, struggling with autism.  He was terribly lonely and depressed, and had been unable to find friendship and fellowship.  To top it off, he had specialized computer equipment, designed to meet his physical needs (besides autism, he also suffers from carpal tunnel syndrome), stolen from his uninsured inner-city apartment.  Finally, he was suffering acute pain from an untreated toothache, but had no medical insurance to pay to have it looked at.  This young man came to me, and my heart went out to him; I wanted to help him in some way.  But every offer of help that I made was insufficient in his eyes.  I offered to take him to the hospital to get his tooth looked at – but he was unwilling to go to a hospital, because something “bad” had happened to him in the past at a hospital.  I expressed my desire to be his friend, to spend time with him – but he was unwilling to accept a friendship that did not include him moving into our house.  I expressed a desire to help him get into post-secondary education – but he claimed that he needed about $10,000 to get where he needed to be.  The help that I was willing and able to offer was not acceptable to him; he wanted all of his problems and obstacles to be dealt with simultaneously, or else my help was worthless.  I loved this young man, and wanted to see him through his struggles, but I could not do everything that he desired me to do.  In the end, this young man chose to walk away without accepting anything from me other than my expressions of love and care.  I felt terrible, and somewhat guilty, but on the other hand, I knew that I had offered and tried to do what I could do for him.  His unwillingness to accept help was not my fault.

“You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise authority over them.  Not so with you.  Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave – just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.  Mt. 20:25-28

As Christians, we are to show love for others by considering their needs above our own.  The teaching and example of the secular world claims that we are the most important person.  “Look out for #1.”  “If you don’t look after your own interests, nobody else will.”  “You deserve a break today.”  Slogans, mottos, and proverbs abound encouraging us to be self-centered in our thinking.  Christianity is entirely counter-cultural in teaching that it’s not about us.  It is, first and foremost, about God.  He is to be the center of our thinking, the focus of our life.  After God, the priority is not ourselves, but others.  Showing love to others means focusing on their needs above our own – we love them so much that we become their servants.

Again, it is important to emphasize that serving others does not always mean doing everything that they ask or demand of us.  In the same way that showing mercy does not always mean providing for the expressed needs of people, but rather caring for their true needs; so too serving others does not necessarily entail doing their bidding.  

One time, when I was about 9 or 10, I had been doing some stuff for a neighbour in Sherwood Park.  Then he asked me to go to the corner store and buy him a pack of cigarettes; he said I would be able to keep the change if I did.  I was young enough that I didn’t know it was illegal for minors to purchase cigarettes; I just wanted to earn the money!  I was not a Christian, and so my obedience (service) was not borne out of a desire to show love to my neighbour.
  But let’s imagine that today, a bed-ridden neighbour asked me to serve them by going to a crack house in downtown Edmonton and purchasing an ounce of crack cocaine for them.  I love my neighbour, and seek opportunities to serve him.  Here is such an opportunity to do something that he cannot do for himself; should I do it?  Of course not – because I would just be enabling him to harm himself, and there is no love in that!  God’s love for us is so deep that He is unwilling to just give us what we want, or what we ask for.  Sometimes He answers “No” to our prayers, not to punish us or to spite us, but because He loves us and knows that our request would not be the best thing for us.  God loves us too much to just do what we ask.  So too, we are to love our neighbour so much that we don’t just do what they ask of us; instead, we seek to help them to experience and receive the best that God has for them.

Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.  Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.   Philippians 2:3-4

Our love for others demands that we do not wait for others to ask for our help, or to seek our assistance, before we will serve them.  Rather, as followers of Christ, we are to seek out opportunities to serve our neighbours – especially those who do not yet know Christ!  “It’s not about us; it’s about Him, and then, it’s about them [those who are not yet Christians].”

Oftentimes, the last thing that a non-Christian will ask is for us to share our faith, to share the Gospel with them.
  And yet, if we truly love our neighbour, the most important thing that we desire to do is to share the love of God shown through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Once upon a time, there was a scientist who discovered the cure for cancer.  It was a miraculous discovery, and the man was thrilled.  He did not, however, tell anyone about his discovery.  Instead, he waited for people to ask him about it.  One day, years later, a friend asked him, in jest, “What – have you discovered the cure for cancer?”, and was shocked to hear the sincere reply – “Yes, I have.”  The friend asked the scientist why he would not have shared this discovery with the whole world, especially those whom he loved.  “Well,” the scientist replied, “no one asked.  I didn’t want to force my discovery down people’s throats; I wanted them to desire the cure for cancer enough to ask me for it.”

What would we think of such a scientist?  Certainly we would not applaud him for his tolerance, his patience, and his loving-kindness.  Rather, we would condemn him for his hardened heart, which refused to share and proclaim the cure for a disease which has killed millions of human beings.  How could someone not share a discovery which cures such a terrible disease with the whole world?  Well, the same question needs to be asked of us as Christians.  

We have had revealed to us the greatest news of human history – forgiveness of sin, freedom from our sinful nature, and eternal life!  How can we keep this news to ourselves?!  Shouldn’t we seek to proclaim this good news to everyone who will listen to it?  Certainly we should not sit back and wait for people to come and ask us to share Jesus Christ with them – rather, we ought to be seeking any and every opportunity to introduce others to Christianity.

“You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  Acts 1:8

Our desire to evangelize, to share the Christian faith, with non-Christians, is not borne of a critical, judgmental spirit.  Rather, it is borne out of a deep and abiding love – reflective of the love that God has for us – which desires to see others experience the wondrous grace that we have experienced.  My life has been invaded by the extreme love of God; I have been brought from death to life, from condemnation to salvation.  I have been liberated from bondage to sin; I have been given the empowerment to live in victory over temptation.  My life has been filled with purpose, joy, and peace through submission to God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  I eagerly desire others to experience the same purpose, joy, and peace that I have experienced.  I want others to come to have a saving faith in Jesus Christ.  Loving my neighbour means loving them enough to share my faith with them, even if they haven’t asked me to.  It’s not about doing what they ask for or want; but rather giving them what is most important, what they truly need.

That desire to share includes a drive to be involved in missions – bringing the Gospel of Jesus Christ to geographic areas and people groups who have not been saturated with knowledge of the Christian faith.  There are many places where there is no evangelical Christian presence, where it is very difficult and rare for people to come into contact with the Gospel.  There is a deep need for believers to go to such places and share with them the Good News of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ.  Not every believer can become a missionary.  But most, if not all, will have opportunity to be involved in short-term missions, and everyone has the opportunity to be a financial and prayer supporter of both short- and long-term missions.  Not all can go; but all can be a help to those that do go.

How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in?  And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard?  And how can they hear without someone preaching to them?  And how can they preach unless they are sent?  As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!”  Romans 10:14-15

III.  The Great Commission

The Great Commission is given to the individual Christian and to the corporate body of Christ.  It gives us our overarching purpose in life.

Then Jesus came to them [the disciples] and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.  And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”  Mt. 28:18-20

The Great Commission is rooted in the authority of Jesus Christ.  On our own strength, based upon our own abilities and authority, we are totally incapable of fulfilling the Great Commission.  We must always keep in mind that we are “in Christ”; that we are clothed with Him, in His death and resurrection, through our baptism and regeneration.

Given the authority of Jesus Christ, we are to go to all nations.  We are not to wait for the nations to come to us; we are to actively go out and seek to make disciples of all peoples.

For years, I struggled as a Christian to be obedient to Christ’s calling to “go”.  If people came to me, I was so happy and excited and eager to share my faith with them.  But I found it so difficult to go to people where they were, to initiate spiritual conversations with them.  There is the quintessential Canadian desire to not offend anyone – to my shame, this desire was very strong within me.  I did not want to insult or anger or offend people by sharing my faith with them when they had not asked for it.  I rationalized my disobedience by saying that in Canada, there is a very broad knowledge of Christianity, and so there aren’t many people who have never heard the Good News of salvation through Jesus Christ.  However, this is a false justification.  In reality, Canadians’ evangelical exposure has been exceedingly thin over the past 30-40 years.  Many Canadians have never heard the name of Jesus Christ being used in a way other than as a cuss word.  Even more Canadians have never had God’s plan of salvation explained to them.  It is unfair, unkind, and unloving to wait for people to come and ask us to share Christ with them.  And yet for years, I struggled to do so.  To some extent, this remains a struggle for me, especially in comparison with other aspects of the Great Commission!  The context where I find it the most difficult is within my own family.  I have tried, on a few different occasions, to initiate spiritual conversations with my parents, grandparents, or siblings that will lead to sharing the Good News of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ.  I truly desire for my family to be saved by the grace of God through faith in Christ; I long for them to experience what I have experienced in Christ.  And yet, when I have sought to share, things have not gone well – my family has not been openly receptive.  Yet I know God’s calling is to persevere, to continue to seek opportunities to share my faith with   It is so hard, and yet I love them and want them to see the light.  May God help me.

Going to all nations, we are to share the love of God through both word and deed.  We are to make disciples of all nations.  We are to share our faith, explaining to people how much God loves them, and how He desires for them to know Him, and to enjoy Him forever.  We are not to stop at sharing and explaining, however – we are to proceed to encouraging and inviting people to respond to God’s love by placing their faith in Him.
  Making disciples of all nations involves actively inviting people into the family of God, inviting them to become disciples of Jesus Christ.  And there is nothing more exciting than witnessing a life being turned over to God!

About 5 months after I became a Christian, my best friend, who had moved to Vancouver after Grade 11, came back to stay with my family, visit, and go to grad with me.  Late one night, he was asking me about this whole “church thing”.  I remember doing my best to explain to him why we need God, what happens to us without God, how much God loves us, and how God has provided for us to know Him and be saved by Him.  I’m not sure it was all that great, but my friend was so interested, and began the process of turning his life over to God.  It was so exciting to see this friend, who I had shared so much with, embracing the Good News of the Gospel!

After seeing non-believers become disciples, we are to baptize them.
  We encourage new believers to publicly proclaim their faith, to identify with Christ, and to symbolically act out the spiritual grace which has been received.  New believers are to boldly pronounce their new identity as followers of Jesus Christ.

Baptism in the New Testament was public, and was often dangerous.  It could easily lead to persecution, and even martyrdom.  This is still true today in many parts of the world, where Christianity is not tolerated or allowed.  Publicly proclaiming one’s faith in Jesus Christ, and being baptized in public can bring opposition, persecution, suffering, and even death.  Baptism is not a simple, easy process.  We proclaim that we have been changed and made new by faith in Christ; and not everybody is happy about that.

In our Canadian society, baptism can still bring opposition, though it will not bring persecution or martyrdom.  In my nearly five years at ECBC, there have been at least 3 individuals who have been baptized against the desires of their families.  In each case, it has been a struggle for the baptismal candidate, and has caused them much grief and sorrow.  

Just as it is a source of joy to witness someone coming to a saving faith in Jesus Christ, so too it is an honour and pleasure to see new or young believers follow Christ in the waters of baptism, proclaiming without fear, without shame, their identity as Christians.

In our ministry at Mill View Alliance Church while attending seminary, Vanessa and I were blessed to witness the spiritual conversion and growth of two teenaged girls.  It was such a joy to watch these young girls, from difficult backgrounds, commit their lives to Christ, and share with the assembled congregation their story of how they came to know Jesus as their Saviour and Lord.  Each of the 25 baptisms we have celebrated in the English ministry at ECBC since 2001 has been a source of much rejoicing!  It is so encouraging to see young believers stand up, proclaim their faith, and share their testimonies with others – especially when I know it is hard for them to overcome their shyness and their fear of speaking in public!  God is praised for each one who obeys Him through baptism.

The final exhortation in the Great Commission bids us to teach them to obey everything Christ has commanded.  We are to go to non-Christians, sharing our faith with them; we invite them to respond to God’s infinite love by becoming disciples; we encourage them to proclaim their faith and identity in Christ through baptism; then we continue to teach them God’s Word and God’s commands.  Baptized believers are to be instructed in God’s Word, taught what God requires, and encouraged to obey His teaching.

The Commission to teach new Christians all that Christ has commanded is sometimes difficult.  There is often a tendency or desire to “hide” a part of God’s Word from new believers, because God’s Word is often tough!  Our calling is to share the whole Word of God with others, not to pick and choose what we present to them.  Sometimes in sharing the Gospel with people, and inviting them to respond, Christians tend to downplay what God asks of us in response for His gracious salvation.  We act as if all that’s required is to “believe in Jesus”, and do not speak of the costly discipleship that God requires of those who love Him.  In doing so, we are guilty of spreading what Dietrich Bonhoeffer called “cheap grace”.

Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline, Communion without confession, absolution without personal confession.  Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate.

In Christ, there is no cheap grace.  The disciples are reminded that they must cling to Jesus above all else, and to be willing to lose everything – including their very life – for His sake.

The Great Commission concludes with a wondrous promise.  The One who has commissioned us to go throughout the world, making disciples, baptizing, and teaching, promises that He will always be with us, even to the “very end of the age”.  The Great Commission had opened with the reminder that Jesus bears all authority, and sends us out in His power; it concludes with the reminder that He will always be with us as we seek to fulfill His Commission.  As a disciple of Christ, it is so comforting and reassuring to remember that we are not on our own as we follow Christ and obey His commands – He is right there with us, enabling and empowering us.

IV.  The Pastoral Calling

God’s calling upon my life is as overwhelming as it is undeniable.  I have known since the day that God called me to be a pastor that I am totally incapable of doing what He has called me to do, and of being what He has called me to be.  Sure, I have bad days, where I begin to proudly think that I am up to the challenge – that I am good enough, smart enough, mature enough, and holy enough to be the best pastor in the world.  But generally, I continue to feel overwhelmed by the pastoral calling; by the task of ministry that God has called me to.  Over the years, I have begun to understand more clearly the pastoral calling that was so foreign and indistinct in 1996.
  As my understanding has increased, so too have my feelings of inadequacy, my certainty that I cannot do this!  At the same time, I remained convinced of God’s calling upon my life, and His continued empowerment in my ministry.  I know that I am not up to my calling; but I also know that He is!  My own ability and capacity is irrelevant, because it is God who works within me, and He is certainly great enough to enable me to fulfill His calling!  I can, indeed, do all things through Christ who gives me strength.

1.  Preaching & Teaching

In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I give you this charge: Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage – with great patience and careful instruction.  2 Tim. 4:1-2

One of the aspects of God’s pastoral calling upon my life is to preach and teach His Word.  This involves continually growing in my knowledge and understanding of God’s Word, and rightly handling that knowledge.
  The Word of God cannot be preached or taught unless it is first known and understood.

One of the blessings and benefits I received during my years in seminary was training and equipping in studying and applying God’s Word.  Prior to seminary, I had read the Bible, and enjoyed reading it.  But it was during my time in seminary that I was introduced to the richness and the depth of God’s Word.  I learned about the context of Biblical books and passages; I was instructed in the cultural, linguistic, and religious milieu that God’s Word was written within.  I was so grateful for my training in hermeneutics and Old & New Testament studies.  I was blessed with tremendous Biblical professors at EBS (Dr. Syd Page, Dr. Jerry Shepherd, and Dr. Benno Przybylski) who exponentially increased my level of Biblical knowledge and understanding.  From them I learned the humility, heart, training and tools necessary to rightly handle the Word of God, and to teach and preach it to the people of God.

Perhaps the most important principle that was imparted to me during seminary was the need to read the Word of God “devotionally” – reading the Bible and allowing it to transform me.  It is possible to study God’s Word, and understand the historical context of it, and yet have it make no difference in one’s life.  Sadly, since my time in seminary, I have gotten to know people who use the Bible in this way.  My seminary professors instilled in me the realization that my reading of God’s Word needs to be done in humble submission – seeking the illumination of the Holy Spirit, applying good hermeneutical principles to rightly understand, but praying that God would change my heart and my actions through my Bible study.

As we read and understand God’s Word, it must be with the desire to be changed by it.  We are not to change or to transform the Bible to suit our purposes or desires.  Rather, we are to be changed and transformed by our submissive reading of God’s Word.

After reading, studying, and meditating upon the Bible, the pastoral calling is to rightly and fully teach and preach God’s Word to God’s people.  In Acts 1:8, Jesus commissions His disciples to be His witnesses, to bring the Good News of salvation through Christ “to the ends of the earth”.  The first disciples were filled with the conviction that they had been called by God to preach.  In Acts 10:42, Peter declares that “Christ commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is the one whom God appointed as judge of the living and the dead.  All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him received forgiveness of sins through his name.”  The apostle Paul is filled with an eager desire to preach the Gospel to anyone and everyone who will listen.
  Preaching God’s Word is one of the tasks peculiar to the pastoral calling.  

Preaching the Word is a pastoral task which is filled with awe-full and terrible responsibility.  A preacher cannot lightly handle God’s Word, treating it like just a public speech, or a classroom presentation.  God speaks through His Word, and desires to communicate through His servants’ sermons and Bible lessons.  As a pastor, a part of my calling is to “not get in the way”, to allow the Holy Spirit to do His work when I preach and teach, without allowing my human pride or sinfulness to mar His message.

Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know that we who teach will be judged more strictly. James 3:1

From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded; and from the one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked.  Luke 12:48

As a seminary-trained pastor, I have received much from the Lord and from His servants.  I have been educated in contextual Biblical history, Biblical hermeneutics, Old and New Testament studies, and Hebrew and Greek.  I have been trained to submissively read, study, and apply God’s Word.  I have been taught how to communicate Biblical truths.  I have been given much, entrusted with much.  And that fills me with awe and with terror.  

The first time I ever preached a sermon was during my first semester in seminary.  I was taking “Introduction to Preaching” with Dr. Rick Laser, and arranged with Pastor Bayne to preach one Sunday morning at the end of October at Mill View Alliance Church.  I went through the process of preparing a sermon manuscript, based upon 1 John 4:7-11.  I did the studying, applied good hermeneutics, and was all ready to go.  Saturday night I could not sleep; I was sick, throwing up, all night long.  I felt just terrible.  At about 7 Sunday morning, I called Pastor Bayne, and told him I didn’t think I’d be able to do this.  Knowing what I know now about being a pastor, that phone call must have driven him nuts!  As I lay in bed, sick to my stomach, God convicted me that, despite my earnest hard work in preparing the sermon for Sunday morning, I had not done the most important work – I had not sought to have the Holy Spirit guide the preparation, I did not ask God to be the source of my words.  For the first time, I began to understand the prophetic nature of preaching – God’s prophets aren’t necessarily foretelling the future; rather, they are telling forth God’s Words.  But they can only do that when they are getting their words from God.  I hadn’t done that in preparing my first sermon.  My sermon had been based from God’s Word, but the preparation, the words that were used in my sermon, were just mine.  And so the sermon lacked the empowerment of God’s Holy Spirit.  It was a sermon preached from human strength alone.
  I thank God for that important lesson learned; I thank Him that I learned it so early on – before preaching my first sermon!  I try to keep the prophetic nature of preaching in mind when I prepare sermons and Bible lessons as a pastor.  I always pray that the words I speak will be God’s Words – and that if I happen to get my human sinfulness in the way, that God would speak to people despite me.  I thank God that He is always faithful, and that I can trust Him to speak the truth to His people; I am thankful that sometimes I get to be a part of the process – the voice that God uses to mediate His truth to His people. 
One of the difficulties in pastoral ministry is the balance between the pastoral responsibility to preach and teach God’s Word to the congregation; and the congregation’s responsibility to be studying, reading, and applying God’s Word in their own lives.  It is simultaneously the responsibility of both the pastor and the individual Christian to ensure that the individual Christian is growing in the knowledge and application of the Bible.  As a pastor, I cannot abdicate my responsibility to ensure that God’s people are learning Biblical truths through sermons, Bible studies, small groups, and Sunday school classes.  However, I must also call individual Christians to live up to their own calling to be studying God’s Word and applying it in their lives.  The Bereans in Acts 17:10-15 are good examples for God’s people to emulate:

Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true.  Many of the Jews believed, as did also a number of prominent Greek women and many Greek men.
If the people in my congregation remain ignorant of God’s Word, then ultimate responsibility lies with myself.  It is my calling to preach and teach God’s truths to them, and to exhort them to study God’s Word in their own lives.

2.  Administering the Ordinances
The two ordinances recognized in the Baptist Church are baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  Baptism is representative of the spiritual cleansing, rebirth, and union with Christ that the individual believer experiences when they place their faith in Jesus Christ as their Saviour and Lord.  It is also the initiatory ordinance, whereby believers are admitted to Communion (the Lord’s Supper).  One of the specific pastoral tasks is administering these two ordinances within the Church of Jesus Christ.  As a pastor, it is my responsibility to encourage new believers to follow Christ in the waters of baptism sooner rather than later.
  It is also my pastoral duty to ensure that baptismal candidates understand what they are “getting themselves in to”.  We seek to ensure that baptismal candidates correctly understand the Gospel
, the importance and significance of baptism, and Christ’s expectations for our life of discipleship.  

The New Testament does not explicitly state that the ordinance of baptism is to be conducted by called pastors, or ordained clergy.  Rather, it is implied that baptisms were conducted by those who were apostles of the Lord,
 or by appointed church leaders.
  Similarly, the New Testament shows by example that it was acceptable for baptisms to be conducted in non-institutional settings.
  However, because baptism is a significant step in our faith journey, and because it is an initiatory rite into the Church, it is right and appropriate that baptisms be performed by pastors.  In ECBC, baptisms can only be performed by ordained pastors, reinforcing the importance of the ordinance.
  I must confess that I eagerly anticipate performing a baptism for the first time after my own ordination!  

Similarly, pastors are called to rightly administer the ordinance of Communion.  

Therefore, whoever eats the bread or drinks the up of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord.  A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup.  For anyone who eats and drinks without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself.  1 Corinthians 11:27-29

As a pastor, it is my responsibility to ensure that the assembled people of God rightly understand the importance and significance of the Lord’s Supper.
  The assembled congregation needs to understand our Baptist understanding of who can partake of Communion and why.

At ECBC, we celebrate Communion on the first Sunday of every month.  One month on a Communion Sunday, someone was attending church for the very first time.  Pastor Ng was leading the Communion service as usual,
 and had explained that Communion was reserved for those who were baptized Christians.  I was distributing the elements of Communion along with one of the other church leaders.  The visitor who was at our church for the first time must not have heard Pastor Ng’s instructions; he took one of the Communion wafers as the plate was being passed.  As we passed the plate along the row behind his, I leaned over and softly told him that Communion was something that we reserved for those who were baptized Christians; I apologized for not telling him earlier in the service about Communion and our practice of it.  He was very gracious and understanding.
 

3.  Shepherding the Flock
When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon, son of John, do you truly love me more than these?”

“Yes, Lord,” he said, “you know that I love you.”

Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.”

Again Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you truly love me?”

He answered, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.”

Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.”

The third time he said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?”

Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, “Do you love me?”  He said, “Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you.”

Jesus said, “Feed my sheep.”  John 21:15-17

After Jesus is raised from the dead, He commissions the apostle Peter to “shepherd the flock”.  Three times Jesus poses the question to Peter – “Do you love me?”  Three times Peter responds that yes, he loves his Saviour and Lord.  Three times Jesus commissions to take care of His sheep, or to feed His lambs.  One of the aspects of my pastoral calling is to shepherd the flock of God in the context of the local church.  This involves comforting, advising, encouraging, rebuking (or correcting), and pursuing God’s people.

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of all compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any troubles with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.  For just as the sufferings of Christ flow over into our lives, so also through Christ our comfort overflows.  If we are distressed, it is for your comfort and salvation; if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which produces in you patient endurance of the same sufferings we suffer.  And our hope for you is firm, because we know that just as you share in our sufferings, so also you share in our comfort.   2 Corinthians 1:3-7

Our ability to comfort others in their distress is borne out of the comfort that we have received from the Lord God.  One of the constants of life, one of the realities of Christian discipleship, is the presence of troubles, trials, sufferings, and strife.  We will all suffer.  We will experience hardship.  As a pastor, I am called to be God’s representative in comforting His people in the midst of their suffering.  This is often an emotionally draining responsibility; yet it is also a responsibility which bears a rich reward.

Sometimes the ministry of bearing God’s comfort is simply being a physical and emotional presence alongside a suffering Christian.  Sometimes, in the midst of hardship, there is nothing to be said.  This was evident when Job was visited and comforted by his three close friends (Job 2:11-13).  For seven days and seven nights, Eliphaz, Blidad, and Zophar sat beside Job, grieving silently with him, but saying nothing.  Their presence, their loving company, was a ministry of comfort to Job in the midst of his devastating suffering.  As soon as they opened their mouths to speak to Job, however, they stopped being a comfort to him, leading Job to declare: “Miserable comforters are you all!”
  Other times, bearing God’s comfort to His hurting people involves sharing something from His Word, or praying together, or just listening as they pour out their pain and suffering.  Sometimes, bearing God’s comfort involves helping the suffering servant to put their current situation in longer-term perspective. 

Therefore we do not lose heart.  Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day.  For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all.  So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but what is unseen.  For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.  2 Corinthians 4:16-18 

In pastoral ministry, I have been called upon to bear God’s comfort in the midst of people’s sufferings many times.  Each time it is a distinct privilege to be intimately involved in the lives of God’s children.  Each time it has also been very difficult and draining.  There is a sense of empathy and involvement in every troubling situation which tears my insides apart.  I feel so burdened on behalf of the one who is suffering; I wish that I could do more to ease their pain.

One of the addictive elements in pastoral ministry is being asked for your advice or counsel.  While counselling is one of the responsibilities within my pastoral calling, there is both good and bad in being approached for counsel by the people of God.  On the one hand, God’s people sincerely desire direction, and are coming to a trusted spiritual authority figure to hear God’s direction and guidance.  On the other hand, sometimes God’s people come to their pastor for advice because they have not sought God’s guidance in prayer and in His Word.  I believe that it’s best to first point people towards God’s Word when they come seeking counsel or advice.  Any good and Godly advice that I could offer is better and more convincing coming from God’s own Word!  

Another element of the pastoral task of shepherding God’s people, is encouraging and exhorting the congregation.  First, I am to encourage people in their distress, disappointment, depression, or difficulty.  Paul often sent an associate to encourage believers in a city.
  Second, I am to encourage people by spurring them onwards in their spiritual journey.  

Rebuking or correcting is a task which does not come naturally to me.  I prefer to apply Paul’s words from Philippians 3:15-16 – All of us who are mature should take such a view of things.  And if on some point you think differently, that too God will make clear to you.  Only let us live up to what we have already attained.  I like to let God deal with those who are immature, disobedient, or disruptive.  However, I do not have that freedom as a pastor called by God to shepherd His flock.  Yes, God would eventually deal with the one causing problems amongst the congregation; yes, the sinner or rebel will bear the consequences for his wrongdoing.  However, my calling and responsibility as a pastor is to ensure the safety, health, and security of the whole flock, the entire people of God.  Often times, this requires that someone be rebuked or corrected – both for their own sake, and also for the sake of the whole people of God.

In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will judge the living and the dead, and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I give you this charge: Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke, and encourage – with great patience and careful instruction. 2 Timothy 4:1-2

These, then, are the things you should teach.  Encourage and rebuke with all authority.  Do not let anyone despise you.  Titus 2:15

When I began serving as English pastor at ECBC, I hoped and prayed that I would not be required to correct or rebuke people.  It’s such an unpleasant task; it causes conflict and hard feelings; and it just makes me sick to my stomach.  However, any illusions that I had about this not being a part of ministry were quickly dispensed with.  Within the first six months of my pastoral ministry, I was required to correct a young Christian who was engaged in a sinful lifestyle and wanted to believe that it was not wrong in the eyes of God.  It was personally very difficult to seek to reinforce God’s truths, knowing that it was upsetting to this person, and yet I could not deny that God required me to do so.

On another occasion, a woman from the community had been attending our English service for some time.  One Sunday morning, I asked people to share prayer requests, or praise items, with the whole congregation.  This woman stood to share how God had blessed her, and she was going to give “a large cheque” to the Church out of thanksgiving.  Knowing this woman personally, her situation, and her mental health, I knew that she was not telling the truth.  I was uncomfortable with the content and direction of her sharing.  I wanted her to stop; I wanted to stop her.  But I was frozen in place and did not say or do anything.  In my inaction, an adult member of our congregation stood up and rebuked the woman – stating that when we give to the church, our right hand should not let our left hand know what it is doing, that our giving is to be in secret, and that to trumpet a planned gift to the church is arrogant, proud, and sinful.  He then walked out of the service.  I was ashamed that I had not stopped the woman and corrected her gently and lovingly; that instead, a member of the congregation felt compelled to correct her and did so with considerable lack of grace!  And yet I was thankful that someone did say and do something, that the wrong action was not allowed unchallenged.  I later called the congregation member to thank him for standing up, apologized for not doing so myself, and mentioned that his correction could have been done more gently.  I also talked with the woman from the community, and stressed that her sharing was inappropriate and sinful, and that I would not allow it to happen again.  I emphasized that we desired to walk alongside her, and to have her share her struggles and joys with the congregation, but that given today’s outburst, I would desire to know what she is going to share before she shares in the future.  

Now the tax collectors and “sinners” were all gathering around to hear [Jesus].  But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them.”

Then Jesus told them this parable: “Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them.  Does he not leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it?  And when he finds it, he joyfully puts it on his shoulders and goes home.  Then he calls his friends and neighbours together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; I have found my lost sheep.’  I tell you that in the same way there will be more rejoicing in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who do not need to repent.”   Luke 15:1-7

In this parable of the lost sheep, as well as the parables of the lost coin and the lost (prodigal) son that follow it, Jesus emphasizes God’s heart for the lost.  Another difficult aspect of my pastoral calling is the pursuit of the “lost sheep of God”.  When someone walks away from the Church, or renounces their faith, or fades into the woodwork, or just disappears without a trace, it is not a pastoral option to let them go.  Rather, I am called, like the good shepherd of Luke 15, to go after the lost sheep, seeking to find them and to bring them back to the flock.

I wish that I could say I am good at this.  My heart longs to see people who have left our church restored to fellowship and faith.  I can think of several people who either embraced Christ, or seemed so close to accepting Christ by faith, and yet walked away – both women (J******, E****) and men (F****, J*******).  Yet I cannot honestly say that I have yet witnessed one of them being restored.  There have been hopeful signs.  I also wish that I could say I have done everything I could to pursue them like the shepherd pursues the lost sheep.  But I haven’t.  I have done something – I have not just given up on people and let them go.  And yet I know that I could and should have done more – called more, visited more, emailed more, prayed more.  This is an area where I sincerely pray that God will help me to grow in faithfulness in the coming years.

4.  Mentoring/Leadership Development
As a pastor, one of the immense joys that I have is mentoring young men and women, and challenging them to develop into the leaders that God desires them to be.  In his ministry, Paul trained and encouraged young men like Timothy, Titus, Silas, and Epaphroditus.  Like Paul, I see mentoring and training as a key part of my ministry at ECBC.  I often say, tongue-in-cheek, that my job as a pastor is to “work myself out of a job” – to raise up leaders from within the English congregation who are trained, equipped, willing, and able to do the ministry tasks that I as a pastor am called to fulfill.

Over the past three years, I have been blessed by the development of servant-leaders within the English congregation.  Young men and women have stepped up to take ministry roles upon themselves - leading fellowships, leading worship, sharing the Gospel with new-comers, leading small groups, teaching Sunday school classes, sharing testimonies, organizing outreach events, leading short-term missions trips, counseling youth groups, even preaching God’s Word.  Different people, with different spiritual gifts, have stepped out of their comfort zone and accepted the responsibility of being lay ministers of the Gospel.  I am so excited by the commitment that our young leaders have to serving God in His Church and being used by Him to further His kingdom.  I can’t wait to see what our congegation looks like in 5 years, as God continues to call people out to serve Him!
V.  Epilogue

There is one concluding word which in my mind sums up God’s calling to me, both as a “normal” Christian working out his salvation from day-to-day, and as a pastor called out by God to serve Him in full-time ministry.  That word is faithfulness.  I desire to be faithful to the One who has been so good to me, and who is always so faithful to me.

In my spiritual journey, with Christ as Lord and the indwelling Holy Spirit as my guide, I long for faithfulness.  I desire to be obedient to His commands.  I long to be a Godly father to my three children.  I strive to be a perfect husband to my beautiful wife.  God has been faithful to me at every step of my spiritual journey.  Even when I have doubted His love, or have questioned His continued involvement in my life, God has been faithful beyond my expectations and hopes.  When I agonized over my post-university path, God was faithful, and directed me in His paths when I was open to His guidance and the time was ripe.  After graduating seminary, when I despaired of ever “finding” a church to pastor, God was faithful, waiting patiently for me to heed His voice calling me to cross-cultural ministry in Edmonton.  God has been faithful every step of the way, and I desire in response to be faithful to Him.

  In all of the various pastoral callings, the overarching thing that I believe God is asking for from me is faithfulness.  I am not called to pastor a mega-church.  I am not called to personally lead 5000 people to a saving faith in Jesus Christ.  I am not called to prevent any sheep from being lost.  I am not called to make sure that nobody hurts or suffers any more.  I am, however, called to be faithful to God and to His calling upon my life.  At the end of my ministry, I pray that people will be able to sum up my life by saying that I was faithful.  I eagerly desire to hear God say of me, “Well done, good and faithful servant. … Come and share your master’s happiness.”
  I know that I have made many mistakes along the way already, and I am sure that I will make many more in the years to come.  But my heart’s desire is to be faithful to the calling and the leading of the Lord God.  I yearn to fulfill His purposes for my life and to shine His light wherever I go.  I know that I am, on my own strength, totally incapable of faithfully living up to my calling.  But I know that God is with me, and that when I submit to His Lordship, He will empower my ministry.  And so I trust that somehow, through my striving and the enabling power of the Holy Spirit, I will live and minister in obedience to the Lord God, and fulfill His Great Commission.  May the God of all power be given all praise, honour, and glory, now and forever.

Faithfulness, faithfulness, is what I long for

Faithfulness is what I need

Faithfulness, faithfulness, is what You want from me.



(Take My Life, v. 2)

� It must be noted that on occasion, they actually were recording directly words from God – such as when Moses wrote down the Law of God (Ex. 21:1, Ex. 31:18) and when the prophets spoke and wrote the direct words of God (e.g. Jer. 31:15, Jer. 51:1, Ez. 31:1, Hos. 4:1, etc).  Hence the ubiquitous prophetic introductions found from Isaiah through Malachi, such as “The vision concerning Judah and Jerusalem that Isaiah son of Amoz saw” (Is. 1:1); “The Lord said to me” (Is. 8:1); “The word of the Lord came to me” (Jer. 1:4, Ez. 6:1); “This is what the Lord said to me” (Jer. 13:1); “The Lord said to me” (Hos. 3:1); “The word of the Lord that came to …” (Joel 1:1, Jonah 1:1, Micah 1:1, Zeph. 1:1, Zech. 1:1); “This is what the Lord says” (Amos 1:13, 2:1); “This is what the sovereign Lord says about Edom” (Obad. 1:1); “Listen to what the Lord says” (Mic. 6:1); “The oracle that Habakkuk the prophet received” (Hab. 1:1); “This is what the Lord Almighty says” (Hag. 1:2); “Again the word of the Lord Almighty came to me” (Zech. 8:1); and “The word of the Lord to Israel through Malachi” (Ma. 1:1).  Even on those occasions, God mediated His Word through His servants in a way that was reflective of the personality and uniqueness of the servant.  


� I do not understand this to mean, however, that every word in the Bible must by necessity be accurate and truthful in a precise scientific sense.  In Matthew 13:31-32, Jesus shares the parable of the mustard seed.  


“The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, which a man took and planted in his field.  Though it is the smallest of all your seeds, yet when it grows, it is the largest of garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and perch in its branches.”  


The mustard seed is not technically the smallest of all seeds that can be planted; nor does it grow to literally be the largest of all garden plants.  However, the parable of the mustard seed is not intending to convey agricultural truth regarding the mustard seed.  Rather, it is intending to teach principles concerning the kingdom of God.  And in so doing, the truth contained within the parable is inerrantly true – that a large (the largest) plant can grow from a small (the smallest) seed; the kingdom of God spreads from just one person (Jesus Christ) into the billions of believers throughout history.  Thus, one should refrain from applying God’s Word to academic disciplines that it was never intended to address.


� There could be many different reasons that God chooses to not give us a complete account – at times it probably is not necessary for us to know; at times it is probably impossible for us to understand.  


� The irony, of course, is that Liberals are generally much more pro-choice than are Conservatives.


� It should have been easier coming to that conclusion.  After all, murder is not just wrong “for me”, but for all people.  Why would abortion have been any different?


� “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them.” (Mt. 5:17)


� “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbour and hate your enemy.’  But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.” (Mt. 5:43-44)


� Jewish ceremonial hand-washing before meals did not originate, as many people think, in the Mosaic (Old Testament) Law – rather, it began during the Babylonian Exile.  Living as strangers in a strange land, a land of pagan idol-worshipers, the Jewish religious leaders began the practice of ceremonially washing their hands at the end of the work day, to cleanse away the pagan filth and pollution that they had come into contact with during the day.  After the ceremonial hand-washing, they were once again “pure”. Gradually, the ceremonial hand-washing became established tradition, expected of all faithful Jews, to the point here in the Gospels where the divine Son of God is accosted for His failure to make His disciples ceremonially wash their hands before eating.  Tradition became expected behavior from the faithful.  Sola Scriptura demands that we must never let tradition dictate behavior and believe – only the Bible does so!


� It was not only with regards to hand-washing that the Pharisees and teachers of the law celebrated and followed the traditions of men over and above the Word of God.  The same could be said of their approach to the Sabbath Day (see Matthew 12:1-14 & Luke 6:1-10), amongst other issues.


� Ephesians 5:18 – “Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery.  Instead, be filled with the Spirit.”


� Genesis 9:21 – “When [Noah] drank some of its wine, he became drunk and lay uncovered inside his tent.”  Genesis 19:30-38, where Lot’s daughters get their father drunk and have incestual sexual relations with him.  1 Samuel 1 – The priest Eli believes that Hannah is drunk on wine, and looks down on her because of it.  Acts 2:15 – Jews in Jerusalem on the Day of Pentecost believe that the Spirit-filled apostles are drunk on wine, and are prepared to reject their preaching on that basis.  Proverbs 20:1 & 23:20 refer disparagingly to those who drink too much wine.


� Luke 21:34, Romans 13:13, Galatians 5:21, 1 Timothy 3:3, 1 Peter 4:3


� However, it must also be noted that groups who abstained from consuming alcohol – like Nazirites and Recabites – are praised throughout God’s Word (e.g. Jeremiah 35).


� It is often argued that wine in Biblical times was considerably less potent than the wine that is produced and consumed today.  That may or may not be true – personally, I have no idea!  Regardless, what is clear is that the consumption of alcohol – let’s assume that it was more watered down than today’s wine – was not always sinful in the Old and New Testaments.


� It is important to note that neither Eastern Orthodox nor Roman Catholic believers would claim that tradition holds a higher place than Scripture.


� The Roman Catholic Church’s Council of Trent in 1546, however, broke with historical tradition in acknowledging the Apocryphal Books as inspired and inerrant Scripture.


� Tobit, Judith, Esther (the Greek translation, which contains many adaptations and expansions upon the Scriptural Hebrew original), The Wisdom of Solomon, Sirach, Baruch, Letter of Jeremiah, Song of the Three Young Men (an additional to the canonical book of Daniel), Susanna, Bel and the Dragon, 1 Maccabees, and 2 Maccabees compose the primary 12 books of the Apocrypha.  1 Esdras, 2 Esdras, and the Prayers of Manasseh are also sometimes included in the Apocrypha.


� Some Gospels understandably sought to expand upon the early years of Jesus of Nazareth – a time period which the canonical Gospels do not record any details about, and which are quite understandably the subject of intense curiosity amongst followers of Christ.  Nonetheless, such Gospels are imaginative reconstructions of what their author thought might have been true about Jesus’ life – an early Christian example of historical fiction!


�E.g. 1 & 2 Clement, The Epistle of Barnabas, the Didache, the letter of Polycarp, 1 Hermas


� The “anthropic principle” refers to the scientific argument that so many elements of creation – from the gravitational constant to the distance between the earth and the sun to the placement of the Milky Way within the universe, the solar system within the galaxy, and the earth within the solar system – are so finely-tuned to support the development and existence of human life on earth that they cannot have arisen by pure accident or chance.  See Lee Strobel, The Case for a Creator, pp. 125-153; Hugh Ross, The Creator and the Cosmos, pp. 144-167.


� This scientific theory has become known as “Intelligent Design”, and has the support of hundreds of well-trained, well-educated, and very brilliant scientists, not all of them Christians – for example, Hugh Ross, Michael Behe, Michael Denton, Guillermo Gonzalez, etc.  See Michael Denton’s book, Intelligent Design, for a more exhaustive treatment of the theory.


� Actually, God created time.  Because time is one of His creations, it neither defines nor constrains Him.


� CCSB Statement of Faith, p. 3 (derived from the Baptist Faith and Message, 2000).


� Athanasian Creed, points 3-27, from the bishop Athanasius, a defender of orthodox Christianity against the heresies of Arianism.


� Such as Arianism in the 3-4th centuries, and Jehovah’s Witnesses today.


� See Matthew 9:2-6, John 8:1-11, and Luke 7:36-50 for examples.


� See Matthew 25:31-46.


� See John 3:16, John 10:24-28, and John 11:25.


� C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, p. 52.


� See Luke 2:21-24, Luke 2:41-42.


� Nicene Creed.


� Micah 3:8 – But as for me, I am filled with power, with the Spirit of the Lord, and with justice and might, to declare to Jacob his transgression, to Israel his sin.  Consistently in the Old Testament we are met with the words, “And the Spirit of God came upon …” a prophet.  Numbers 24:2 – When Balaam looked out and saw Israel encamped tribe by tribe, the Spirit of God came upon him and he uttered his oracle.  2 Chronicles 20:14 – Then the Spirit of the Lord came upon Jahaziel son of Zechariah …”  


� It is customary to talk about “asking Jesus into our hearts”, but I think this traditional evangelical understanding is Biblically imprecise.  


And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counselor to be with your forever – the Spirit of truth.  The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him.  But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you. (John 14:16)  


Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? (1 Corinthians 6:19)  


Now it is God who makes both us and you stand firm in Christ.  He anointed us, set his seal of ownership on us, and put his Spirit in our hearts as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come. (2 Corinthians 1:21-22)  


Because you are sons, God sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts. (Galatians 4:6)  


Ultimately, what is important is that God is in us; but it is possible that the church’s emphasis on “asking Jesus into your hearts” is partly responsible for our desperate lack of understanding of the Holy Spirit.  We have missed one of the most crucial roles of the Spirit – that of dwelling within our hearts as believers.


� CCSB Statement of Faith, p. 4.


� Genesis 3:1-6.


� Sin is defined as anything which is contrary to the revealed will of God.


� Genesis 3:7-11.


� For some Biblical proofs of the existence of hell, see Matthew 5:29-30, 13:40-42, 13:47-50, 18:8-9, 25:31-46; Luke 16:19-26; 2 Thessalonians 1:6-9; Jude 1:6-7, 14; Revelation 14:9-11, 20:7-15.


� Please note that I use the genetic terms merely as illustrative – I am not asserting that there is in fact a gene containing “original sin” that we are all born with.  How the theological truth of our original innocence at creation and our sinful nature now is worked out, I confess complete ignorance.  But I find the genetic illustration personally helpful.


� CCSB Statement of Faith, p. 5.


� See discussion on the Christian ordinance of baptism below.


� CCSB Statement of Faith, p. 5.  It is evident that I have a very slight disagreement with the CCSB’s Statement of Faith regarding the sinful nature of mankind.  Whereas the CCSB merely affirms that we inherit a nature and environment inclined toward sin, such that as soon as we are capable of making our own free will moral decisions; I argue that we inherit a sinful nature, that we are actually sinful from conception, even before our ability to make free moral choices.  Such is the gravity of the sin of Adam and Eve that I perceive within the human race – even newborn babies sin.  However, along with the CCSB, I affirm that infants and young children are not held accountable for their sins, until they are in fact capable of moral action.


� John 3:16 – For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only son, that whoever believes in him should not perish, but have eternal life.  


2 Peter 3:9 – The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness.  He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.  


� The death of Jesus Christ upon the cross is both expiatory [making amends, paying the penalty for our wrongs] and propitiatory [regaining the good will or favor of God the Father towards us]. 


� The atoning death of Jesus Christ was prophesied and foreseen by the prophet Isaiah.  


Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him, and afflicted.  But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.  We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all. (Isaiah 53:4-6)


� CCSB Statement of Faith, p. 5.


� Admittedly, some may identify more than these three aspects to our salvation, and I probably would not quibble with them.  These three are taken from the CCSB Statement of Faith, and I find them helpful.


� “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.” (John 3:3)


� CCSB Statement of Faith, p. 5.


� Ibid, pp. 5-6.


� I received a powerful comment from a friend on this verse, which I desire to share here as well.  


“This is such a powerful verse.  We are dead to sin.  The trouble is we tend to keep trying to resurrect our old self.  And that is why we have so much trouble.  We think that it is good enough to let 97% of ourself be dead and then continue to try and walk through life hanging on to that last 3%.  But Christ wants me to realize that 100% of me is dead and belong to him.  I don’t belong to me anymore.  If I want to be his servant, then I must acknowledge that a servant doesn’t get a day off.  Neither does a servant argue with his master over the day’s agenda or complain about the tools he has been given to work with.  I am to get on with the day’s work that God has laid out for me depending completely in Christ’s strength.” [emailed comments from Randy Noyes; April 7, 2006]


� This is not the only reason for which God saves us.  More about God’s purposes for our lives and our salvation will be discussed in Part II of this paper.


� I am the Lord who brought you up out of Egypt to be your God; therefore be holy, because I am holy (Leviticus 11:45).  See also Lev. 19:2, 20:7-8.


� See the fuller passage of Romans 7:14-25.


� The sinful nature will finally be destroyed at our resurrection.


� Hence we find Jesus declaring, in John 10:27-30:


“My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.  I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand.  My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch them out of my Father’s hand.  I and the Father are one.”


� Westminster Confession, XVII.1


� CCSB Statement of Faith, p. 6.


� I understand Romans 7 to be an autobiographical testimony of the Apostle Paul after his conversion to Christ.  I recognize that others claim that either: a) it is Paul’s pre-Christian autobiography; or b) it is Paul’s picture of some other non-Christian.  However, I do not believe either interpretation does full justice to the text; furthermore, the plain meaning of the text suggests a post-conversion autobiography.


� Ephesians 6:10-11.


� James 1:13-15; Romans 6:8-14.


� For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him.


� Matthew 12:45 and Matthew 8:16 also speak of spirits being cast out by the power of Jesus.


� E.g. Num. 22:31; Gen. 18:1-15; Lk. 1:13-20.


� Exodus 25:20


� Isaiah 6:2


� 1 Thess. 4:16; Jude 1:9, which goes further and names the archangel Michael.


� Mt. 25:31; Mk. 8:38; Rev. 14:10.


� John 8:44; 1 Jn. 3:8-10.


� See Job 1:12 & 2:6.


� Ps. 103:20, Rev. 5:11-12, Rev. 8:1-4.


� Rev. 7:1-2, 8:2-9:21, 15:1-16:21


� Rev. 20:7-10; Luke 10:18; Rev. 12:7-9.


� It appears that the fall of Satan and his angels was between the completion of Creation and the fall of mankind.  In Genesis 1:31, after completing Creation, God calls it all “very good”.  It is hard to imagine that God pronounces Creation “very good” if the angels have already fallen into sin and disobedience.  Hence it is most natural to think of the fall of Satan and his demons as occurring at some unspecified time between Genesis 2 and Genesis 3.  However, some believe that the fall of Satan and his angels occurred sometime before or during Genesis 1.  On this interpretation, God’s words regarding Creation – that it is “very good” – would be understood to be referring to the physical Creation that has just been completed.  God is not, then, referring to the spiritual realm of Creation, which perhaps was completed significantly earlier.  Ultimately, this is a non-essential question, but it remains one that I find intensely intriguing.


� As in Job 1 & 2, where Satan tempts Job to “curse God and die”.


� Mt. 12:22; Mk. 9:17; Lk. 9:39; Acts 8:7


� See Mark 5:2-4.  Whether demons can possess a Christian is a matter I am not settled on.  My gut instinct is that it is impossible, for the Holy Spirit dwells within the heart of each Christian as the seal of our salvation.  Where the Holy Spirit resides, I find it unthinkable that the spirits of darkness could also reside.


� Such promise is found in Rom. 16:20, John. 16:11, Luke 10:18, and Rev. 20:7-11.


� Ephesians 4:18, 5:23; Col. 1:18; 1 Cor. 11:3.


� It is possible that some members of the local church may not be members of the true universal church (see discussion on Perseverance of the Saints).  It is also possible (though I deem it unlikely) that some members of the universal church may not have been members of a local church.  But generally, those who are members of the local church body are also members of the universal church.


� Because salvation comes by the grace of God through faith in Jesus Christ; it is not dependent upon any particular religious observance or affiliation.


� Matthew 9:12-13; Matthew 28:19-20


� Matthew 5:14-16; Philippians 2:14-16


� Acts 1:8


� Acts 2:41-47; Acts 8:4; Colossians 1:3-7; Philippians 1:12-14


� This topic will be discussed further in the second half of the ordination paper.


� Philippians 3:10-14; Colossians 3:12-14


� It is generally healthiest when these ministries arise naturally out of the mission of the local Church, rather than being artificially forced.  God’s people should be filled with a passion to serve the needs of their communities – as these needs are identified, Church members ought to rise up with a desire and a vision to meet those needs.


� Granted, the “Christian cults” do not – but they pretend to!  


� It must be noted that this is implied and strongly suggested – it is not explicitly indicated.  It is possible that the brothers and sisters of Jesus mentioned in the Gospels are, as the Orthodox and Catholic argue, half-brothers of Jesus through Joseph’s “previous” marriage.  However, there is no mention in the New Testament of this supposed “previous” marriage; the description is of Jesus’ biological brothers, not half-brothers; and the implication in Matthew 1:25 is that Joseph had sex with Mary after Jesus’ birth.  


� I would conclude this passage by asserting that there is much we can learn from other Christian traditions.  For example, the beauty of Eastern Orthodox worship services has much to offer our relatively austere Baptist tradition – their involvement of all of our senses is stimulating, and spiritually-awakening.  Hence, even when big differences separate us from other churches, it is still beneficial to evaluate their tradition to glean the positives that we can apply in our own tradition.  Do not, however, mistake me for someone who would ever desire to see a re-unification of all Christian Churches as they are now.  In ministering to people within the Catholic Church, or who have been associated with the Catholic Church, I have recognized that most often the teaching and practice of the Church is directly opposed to Scripture; I often despair of someone having the potential of coming to know Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord within that type of Church context!  Similarly, I have harsh words for liberal churches which deny Scriptural doctrines based on an appeal to human reason or “enlightenment”.  I am a Baptist because I believe the evangelical Protestant tradition has remained very faithful to the inspired, inerrant, authoritative Word of God in its beliefs and practice, while other church traditions have strayed.


� The Catholic Encyclopedia, for example, states: 


“According to the teaching of the Catholic Church, accepted today by many Episcopalians, the sacraments of the Christian dispensation are not mere signs; they do not merely signify Divine grace, but in virtue of their Divine institution, they cause that grace in the souls of men. "Signum sacro sanctum efficax gratiae" -- a sacrosanct sign producing grace, is a good, succinct definition of a sacrament of the New Law.”


The Council of Trent then pronounced anathema (excommunication) upon anyone who believed or taught that sacraments were only signs or symbols of inward grace rather than the actual means of conveying God’s saving and sanctifying grace.


� The giving of the Holy Spirit to the already-baptized Christian – mirrored by the sacrament of chrismation in the Orthodox Church.


� The believer coming to confess his/her sins to the priest, truly repentant, to be absolved of his/her sins by the priest, and doing penance (giving satisfaction) for his sins.  Generally penance involves saying prayers, or doing a good deed – mirrored in the Orthodox Church by the sacrament of confession.


� Christian marriage – same in the Orthodox Church.


� The anointing of, and praying over, those who are seriously ill – praying for restored physical health and absolution of sin – mirrored in the Orthodox Church by the sacrament of Holy Unction.


� Calling and designation of Catholic clergy – including monks, nuns, deacons, servers, priests, bishops, etc – mirrored in the Orthodox Church by the sacrament of ordination.


� Confession, marriage, praying for the sick, and ordination are all used; confirmation/chrismation is the only one we do not practice.


� Matthew 3:13-17, Mark 1:9-11, Luke 3:21-22, and John 1:29-34.


� Baptism also models the example set by New Testament Christians.  Throughout the book of Acts, we see new disciples of Christ being baptized - Acts 8:9-13 (Samaria, Simon the sorcerer), Acts 8:26-39 (the Ethiopian eunuch), Acts 9:1-18 (Saul/Paul), Acts 16:11-15 (Lydia & her household), Acts 16:25-34 (the Philippians jailor), Acts 18:7-8 (Crispus).  While we donot take the example of early Christians to be absolutely determinative for our own lives and practice, when the testimony of God’s Word is unanimous in showing that the first Christians were all baptized, relatively soon after experiencing salvation, we would do well to follow their example.


� Including Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, United, Anglican, Christian Reformed, Presbyterian, and Lutheran.


� Acts 16:11-15 (Lydia and her household), Acts 16:25-34 (the jailor and his household), and 1 Cor. 1:13-16 (the household of Stephanas).


� See the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8, who was baptized almost immediately after understanding the message of salvation.


� Again, Philip did not ask the Ethiopian eunuch to prove his Christian maturity; the other new converts did not go through a “waiting period”, and if the evidence of the Corinthian Church is any guide, it is clear that many baptized Christians struggled with considerable immaturity long after their baptism.


� The reason there is no Biblical evidence for this is that in the Bible, all Christians were baptized fairly immediately after they accepted salvation by grace through faith in Jesus Christ!  There is no Biblical evidence of what happens to new believers who are not baptized soon after their conversion!


� It is preferable that communion be reserved for those who have been baptized as believers.


� This is, in fact, the precise stance within the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic traditions which interpret Christ’s words literally - salvation is actually conveyed by the reception of the Communion elements.  One Orthodox priest called Communion “salvation juice”.


� This raises again the difference between the Baptist understanding of ordinances as visible signs of inward graces already received; and the Catholic/Orthodox understanding of sacraments as the means of God’s grace being effectually conveyed to the congregant.


� It is not, however, a means of conveying God’s saving grace to the recipient.


� I actually read those words being used on an Eastern Orthodox website to describe Communion – the cup was called the “juice of immortality”.


� The major exceptions are the Seventh-Day Adventist Church, the Worldwide Church of God, and various Messianic Jewish churches.  These continue to celebrate the Sabbath Day.  The SDA and WWCOG, however, celebrate the Sabbath on the Western understanding of a day - from morning to night (i.e. all day Saturday); not the Jewish conception of day - from Friday evening to Saturday evening.


� Matthew 28:1, Mark 16:2, Luke 24:1, John 20:1.


� Acts 20:7 depicts Christians gathering for worship and teaching on “the Lord’s day”, or the first day of the week.  In 1 Corinthians 16:2, Paul encourages Christians to set aside their offering on the “first day of the week”.  Though not presciptive, Revelation 1:10 shows the apostle John being given visions by God on “the Lord’s Day”.


� Hence the CCSB Statement of Faith, which states:


The first day of the week is the Lord’s Day.  It is a Christian institution for regular observances.  It … should be employed in exercises of worship and spiritual devotion… and resting from secular employments, work of necessity and mercy only being expected. (CCSB, pp.8-9)


� This is despite what some hardline SDA churches would argue, claiming that Christians who worship and Sabbath on Sundays have abandoned historical Christianity and are apostasized from the true faith.  Most SDA churches have moderated on that stance: although they still believe it “more right” to worship and Sabbath on Saturdays rather than Sundays, they accept as brothers and sisters in Christ those who are “less right” with the timing of their Sabbath.  


� Mt. 24:36 - No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven,nor the Son, but only the Father.


� “Behold, I am coming soon!  My reward is with me, and I will give to everyone according to what he has done.” Rev. 21:12.  The end is always imminent, as Christ’s promise of coming “soon” holds for each generation.  Every day could be the day that Christ comes back; or He could delay for another 1000 years before coming again!  We simply do not know, but must live each day in the anticipatory expectation of Christ’s imminent return.


� I suspect that we also went to church for my Great-Grandma Ross’ funeral when I was 8; but I do not remember it.


� I do remember Vanessa almost being in an accident on the way to church – that really shook me up!


� Matthew 7:12 – the Golden Rule.


� There are probably other characteristics or aspects of God which I have not mentioned and do not cover. 


� See also Lev. 20:26, Lev. 23:22, Joshua 24:19, 1 Samuel 2:2


� See also Ezekiel’s response to the holy glory of God in Ez. 1:28


� Exodus 34:14 – Do not worship any other god, for the Lord, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God.  See also Exodus 20:5, Deuteronomy 4:24, 6:15, Nahum 1:2.


� In many parts of the world, Roman Catholicism has been rightly accused of syncretism – adding the Roman Catholic faith on top of whatever the prevailing belief system is.  Hence in large parts of Latin America and amongst natives in Canada, there is a perverted understanding of Christianity which derives from the merging of Biblical narrative and worldview with the pagan, animistic superstitious traditional religious beliefs that pre-dated the arrival of Catholicism.  While the heart behind this syncretism has generally been a desire to see people to faith in Jesus Christ, the unfortunate effect has been a dilution of orthodox Christianity, and a commitment to a false religion.  Other missionaries who come into areas where syncretic belief systems have become entrenched must help people “unlearn” much of the Christianity that they have previously learned, so that they can come face-to-face with the Triune God of the Bible, and receive salvation and redemption through Jesus Christ.  There is good reason that God is a jealous God, and demands to be the sole object of our worship and faith!


� Deut. 32:4, 2 Chr. 12:6, Rom. 3:26, 2 Thess. 1:6, Rev. 15:3, 16:5-7, 19:2


� Ephesians 2:3-5 – All of us also lived among them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and thoughts.  Like the rest, we were by nature objects of wrath.  But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions – it is by grace you have been saved.  Romans 3:22-23 – There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.


� Psalm 2:5, 76:10, Isaiah 13:13, 51:17, Ezekiel 5:13, 20:18, Romans 2:5, 9:22


� This is the distinction between God’s moral will, or what He desires to have happen, and God’s permissive will, which allows His creatures to choose contrary to His moral will.


� We are regularly encouraged to take heart in the midst of sufferings or trials because of their purifying disciplinary effect.  E.g. James 1:2-5, 1 Peter 1:6-9


� Titus 1:1, Philippians 1:1, Romans 1:1


� To me, this is very reminiscent of my own marital relationship.  Vanessa and I fall more deeply in love with one another as we age and mature together, and learn more about one another.  We know each other better now than we did when we were married ten years ago; and as we get to know one another better, we love one another more deeply.


� And perhaps, to some, disappointing.


� Matthew 25:31-46 is a powerful depiction of our calling to care for the hungry, the thirsty, the naked, the stranger, the sick, and the prisoner.


� Greg Idell, the full-time Baptist chaplain at the U of A, and pastor of The Bridge (a campus church), has graciously allowed me to work out of his office one day a week, allowing me to connect with university students and provide care and counseling to any students who might happen to come in.


� Incidentally, after a long wait at the corner store, and a couple of phone calls the cashier made, they actually DID sell the cigarettes to me; I took them back to my neighbour and earned a little over a dollar for my troubles.


� From the IMB’s Strategy Coordinator training; January 7-11, 2006.


� Not that it never happens.  There have been occasions when someone who is not a believer asks me, “So, as a Christian, what do you believe?”; or, “How does someone become a Christian?”  But in my experience, that is the exception rather than the rule.


� We have also talked about how our love for God needs to be reflected by our obedience to God’s commands.  Evangelism (sharing salvation through Jesus Christ with others) is not optional – it is commanded by God [Acts 1:8, Matthew 28:19-20].  Thus, even if our love for others does not drive us to evangelize, our love for God ought to do so!


� This is the point at which many Christians really struggle.  They are able to initiate conversations and share the Gospel, but they have a hard time leading the person to accept Jesus as Saviour and Lord.


� The next year, this friend began dating a Christian girl in Vancouver.  Unfortunately, they got sexually involved, lived together for a while, and then had a nasty break-up.  After that, my friend walked away from Christianity entirely; he has since cut off contact with me, and I really don’t know where he’s at anymore.  It grieves me to have seen him come so close to Christ, taking beginning steps as a follower, and then abandoning the faith.  


� In our contemporary Christian context, not all Christian believers perform baptisms.  It is generally reserved for church leaders (ordained ministers, pastors, elders, and/or deacons) to baptize new converts. 


� Bonhoeffer, Dietrich, The Cost of Discipleship, pp. 44-45.


� E.g. Matthew 10:37-39; Luke 14:24-33; Luke 9:57-62.


� I must admit, however, that I am only beginning to understand the pastoral calling.  I suspect that in ten years I will understand it a whole lot better than I do now.  It will be interesting to see how differently I think then than I do now!


� Philippians 4:13


� Acts 17:11, 2 Timothy 2:15.


� Romans 1:15 – “That is why I am so eager to preach the gospel also to you who are in Rome.”  Romans 15:20 – “It has always been my ambition to preach the gospel where Christ was not known.”  1 Corinthians 1:17 – “For Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the gospel.”  1 Corinthians 1:23 – “We preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to the Jews and foolishness to the Gentiles.”  1 Corinthians 9:16 – “Yet when I preach the gospel, I cannot boast, for I am compelled to preach.  Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!”  


� I did end up preaching that sermon in October 1997.  Pastor Bayne was very gracious and understanding throughout that difficult morning.  I am not sure that God’s voice was heard through me that morning, but I know that it was an important step in my own development – I needed to go through the process of realizing my wrong approach; but I also needed to correct the wrongdoing, and deliver God’s Word to His people that morning despite myself.


� And it is always a tremendous encouragement when a relatively young believer submits to God’s leadership and is baptized soon after coming to faith.


� That they are sinful by nature, that their sins have earned a punishment of physical and spiritual death, that God loves them dearly and has provided the means for their redemption and forgiveness through the sacrificial death of Jesus Christ, that they are called to place their faith in Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord, and that accepting Jesus means living a life of obedience to His commands and purposes.


� As in the case of Stephen baptizing the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8:36-38.


� In 1 Corinthians 1:13-17, Paul claims to have baptized only a handful of people in the Corinthian church, implying that many others were baptized by the Corinthian church leadership.


� See again the example of Stephen and the Ethiopian eunuch in Acts 8.


� I do not believe that this is an area of right vs. wrong practice.  As it is exampled in the New Testament, it is clearly not “wrong” for baptisms to be conducted by church leaders who are neither ordained nor pastors.  Neither is it “wrong” for a church to require baptisms to be performed by ordained clergy.  Rather, both practices are right and acceptable.  The different practices can emerge from different church backgrounds, different cultural perspectives, or even just different circumstances.


� See the discussion of the Lord’s Supper above, pp. 44-46, for a full discussion of the importance and significance of Communion.


� Baptized believers only are invited to take Communion; see pp. 44-46 for a fuller discussion of why.


� According to ECBC’s tradition and constitution, the Lord’s Supper must be presided over by an ordained minister.  This is to emphasize the significance of the ordinance.  


� Since then, he has also become a Christian.  He is not yet baptized, but I look forward to the day that he can partake of the Lord’s Supper along with us!


� Job 16:2


� E.g. Ephesians 6:22, Colossians 4:8


� Praise God!  This person came, within a year, to acknowledge the sinfulness of their actions; they left their life of sin, committed their life to Christ, followed Jesus in the waters of baptism, are began serving faithfully in His Church!


� Matthew 25:23





