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Abstract

This  chapter  defines salvation before  the  book evaluates  the  many 
substitutes that produce false assurance. Its governing claim is that 
salvation is the gracious work of the triune God by which guilty and 
spiritually dead sinners are reconciled to the holy God through the 
incarnate  Son,  justified  by  grace  through  faith,  regenerated  and 
indwelt by the Holy Spirit,  adopted into God's  family,  progressively 
sanctified, preserved through persevering faith, and finally glorified at 
Christ's  return.  Against  legalism,  it  denies  that  morality,  ritual, 
religion,  sacrament,  or  obedience  can  become  the  ground  of 
acceptance  with  God.  Against  antinomianism,  it  denies  that  saving 
grace  can  be  severed  from  repentance,  new  birth,  holiness, 
perseverance, and spiritual fruit. The chapter develops God's holiness 
and  the  human  condition,  sin  and  moral  accountability,  the 
insufficiency of  human goodness,  the deity and humanity of  Christ, 
substitutionary  and  victorious  atonement,  bodily  resurrection, 
repentance  and  faith,  forensic  justification,  regeneration,  adoption, 
union with Christ,  sanctification,  perseverance,  final  judgment,  and 
glorification.  It  also  answers  major  modern  counterfeits,  including 
therapeutic reductions of sin, religious pluralism, Christ-consciousness 
and inner-divinity claims,  manifestation-style faith,  moral-influence-
only  accounts  of  the  cross,  symbolic-resurrection  theories,  works-
righteousness, sacramental automaticism, and barren profession. The 
controlling  conclusion  is  both  doctrinal  and  pastoral:  Christ  alone 
saves, and the Christ who saves does not leave His people unchanged.

Keywords: salvation; biblical soteriology; grace; saving faith; repentance; 
justification; regeneration; atonement; resurrection; sanctification; 
perseverance; false assurance
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Introduction: Before We Ask Whether We 
Are Saved, We Must Ask What Salvation Is
Chapter 1 placed the reader under Jesus' warning that people can call Him “Lord,” perform visible 
religious works, and still hear the dreadful verdict, “I never knew you” (Matthew 7:21-23). That 
warning  makes  the  present  question  unavoidable.  If  Christian  vocabulary,  ministry  activity,  
moral seriousness, and spiritual experience can all be present without saving union with Christ,  
what does it actually mean to be saved? The answer cannot be supplied by denominational habit, 
childhood  memory,  a  preferred  revival  formula,  cultural  conservatism,  progressive  moral 
intuition, or the reassuring sentence we most want to hear. Salvation must be defined by the God  
who saves.

The modern word “salvation” is easily diluted because contemporary culture offers many rival 
stories of what is wrong with humanity and therefore many rival stories of what rescue must look 
like. One story says the problem is ignorance, so salvation is education. Another says the problem  
is  oppression,  so  salvation  is  liberation.  Another  says  the  problem  is  shame,  so  salvation  is  
affirmation.  Another  says  the  problem  is  trauma,  so  salvation  is  healing.  Another  says  the 
problem is poverty, so salvation is development. Another says the problem is low self-esteem, so  
salvation is  self-acceptance.  Another says  the problem is  limited consciousness,  so salvation is  
awakening to the divine within. Another says the problem is biological limitation, so salvation is  
technological  enhancement.  Each  of  these  may  identify  a  real  human  need  at  some  level.  
Education,  justice,  trauma-informed  care,  economic  development,  wise  counseling,  and 
responsible  technology  can be  genuine  goods.  None,  however,  can answer  the  Bible's  deepest  
diagnosis: human beings are creatures of a holy God, made in His image, fallen in sin, guilty 
before Him, corrupted in desire, subject to death, and unable to reconcile themselves to their  
Creator.

This is why the gospel cannot be reduced to “Jesus makes life better.” Christ certainly transforms  
life, but He did not come merely to optimize an otherwise safe humanity. He came to save sinners  
(1 Timothy 1:15), to give His life as a ransom for many (Mark 10:45), to reconcile enemies to God 
(Romans 5:10), to redeem from lawlessness (Titus 2:14), to destroy the works of the devil (1 John 
3:8), and to bring His people through resurrection into the life of the age to come ( 1 Corinthians 
15:20-23).  Salvation is  rescue  from guilt  and  wrath,  but  not  only  from  guilt  and  wrath.  It  is  
deliverance from sin's dominion, transfer into Christ's kingdom, adoption, new life, holiness,  
perseverance, resurrection, and everlasting communion with God.

The author's mature soteriological work has already emphasized this integrated pattern: salvation 
is  not  self-improvement,  ritual  performance,  prosperity,  mystical  awakening,  psychological 
repair, political liberation, or technological transcendence; it is God's undeserved work, planned  
by the Father, accomplished by the Son, and applied by the Holy Spirit (Sangwa, 2026d).  The 
present chapter advances that foundation by reorganizing it around the false-assurance problem 
that governs this book. The issue is  not merely whether a doctrine of salvation is technically  
correct on paper. The issue is what a person is actually trusting when conscience trembles, when 
sin is exposed, when death approaches, and when the Judge stands at the door.

Two errors must be rejected from the beginning. The first is  legalistic false assurance. It  says,  
openly  or  subtly,  “God  will  accept  me  because  I  am  decent,  disciplined,  orthodox,  modest,  
charitable,  baptized,  religious,  conservative,  educated,  sacrificial,  or  useful.”  The  second  is 
antinomian false assurance. It says, “Because salvation is by grace, repentance, holiness, obedience,  
perseverance, and the war against sin are unnecessary.” One error trusts the fruit instead of Christ;  
the other claims the root while denying that living roots bear fruit.  Scripture allows neither. 
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Ephesians 2:8-10 places grace, faith, and good works in their proper order: saved by grace through  
faith, not from works, created in Christ Jesus for good works. The order is gospel logic. Works are  
excluded as the ground of justification and restored as the consequence of new creation.

This chapter therefore proceeds through the whole saving reality.  It  begins with God because  
salvation begins with God. It faces sin because grace is unintelligible where sin is trivialized. It  
confronts moralism because “good person” is one of the most respectable shelters from the cross.  
It confesses who Christ is because a false Christ cannot save. It stands beneath the cross and before 
the empty tomb because Christianity is not a spirituality of inner awakening but news about what  
God  has  done  in  history.  It  distinguishes  repentance  from  remorse,  faith  from  optimism, 
justification from moral  improvement,  regeneration from religious enthusiasm, sanctification 
from self-salvation,  perseverance  from complacency,  and judgment  according to  works  from 
justification by works. Then it returns to the point where this book must repeatedly return: works  
cannot save, but saving faith is not a corpse.

The gospel is not that good people climb high enough to reach God, nor that wounded  
people discover divinity hidden inside themselves. The gospel is that the holy God came 
down in the Person of His Son, bore the judgment sinners deserved, rose bodily from 
the dead, and now gives forgiveness, righteousness, new life, adoption, holiness, and 
eternal hope to everyone who repents and believes.

2.1 The Holiness of God and the Human 
Condition
Salvation must begin with the holiness of God because every shallow gospel begins by shrinking  
God. If God is merely a larger version of us, if holiness means little more than niceness, or if love 
means  unconditional  approval  of  whatever  we  desire,  then  sin  becomes  a  minor  defect  and  
salvation  becomes  self-development.  Scripture  reveals  something  far  more  searching.  The 
seraphim before God's  throne do not cry,  “Helpful,  helpful,  helpful,” but “Holy,  holy,  holy”  
(Isaiah 6:1-5). God's holiness includes His absolute moral purity, His incomparable majesty, and  
His utter distinction from everything created. He is light, and there is no darkness in Him (1 John 
1:5). His eyes are too pure to approve evil (Habakkuk 1:13). His judgments are true and righteous 
(Revelation 19:2). Yet this same holy God is love (1 John 4:8), rich in mercy (Ephesians 2:4), patient 
(2 Peter 3:9), and astonishingly gracious. Biblical salvation does not choose between holiness and  
love. The cross reveals both.

Human beings were created good, not sinful. Genesis 1:26-28 locates human dignity in the image 
of God. Men and women are not accidents, cosmic fragments, disposable biological machines, or 
sparks of deity trapped inside matter. They are creatures made by God, for God, accountable to 
God, entrusted with representative stewardship under His authority (Sangwa, 2026a, 2026e). Even 
after the fall, Scripture can condemn murder and cursing because human beings still bear God's  
image (Genesis 9:6; James 3:9). The doctrine of sin therefore never licenses contempt for people. A 
sinner  is  not  trash.  The  addict,  prisoner,  wealthy  executive,  sex  worker,  scholar,  political  
opponent, unborn child, elderly person, disabled person, refugee, and person who vehemently  
rejects  Christianity  all  possess  creaturely  dignity.  Christian  anthropology  is  severe  about  sin 
precisely because it is serious about what humans were made to be.

The fall in  Genesis 3 is a revolt against creaturely dependence. The serpent does not first tempt  
humanity  with  atheism  but  with  mistrust  of  God's  Word  and  the  promise  of  autonomous 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%203&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=James%203%3A9&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%209%3A6&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%201%3A26-28&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=2%20Peter%203%3A9&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ephesians%202%3A4&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20John%204%3A8&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Revelation%2019%3A2&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Habakkuk%201%3A13&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20John%201%3A5&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20John%201%3A5&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Isaiah%206%3A1-5&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ephesians%202%3A8-10&version=CSB


THE BROAD ROAD IN CHRISTIAN CLOTHING  |  CHAPTER 2

4

wisdom:  “you  will  be  like  God”  (Genesis  3:5).  The  first  sin  therefore  already  contains  the 
architecture of every counterfeit salvation. God is doubted, His boundary is treated as oppressive,  
the self becomes evaluator of revelation, and forbidden autonomy is renamed enlightenment.  
The consequences are immediate and comprehensive: shame, fear, blame, alienation, relational 
fracture, painful toil, exile, and death (Genesis 3:7-24). Paul later interprets Adam's transgression 
as the historical doorway through which sin and death entered the human condition and as the  
dark counterpart to Christ's obedience (Romans 5:12-21; 1 Corinthians 15:21-22, 45-49).

Christians have debated how best to formulate original sin, the relation of Adam's guilt to his 
descendants,  and  the  precise  mode  by  which  corruption  and  condemnation  are  transmitted. 
Those intramural debates should not obscure what the New Testament clearly affirms: humanity 
is not morally neutral, death is not merely an educational stage, all people personally sin, and  
Adam's  disobedience  stands  in  covenantal  relation  to  the  ruined  condition  Christ  comes  to 
reverse. Paul describes humanity apart from grace as “dead in trespasses and sins,” following the 
course  of  this  world,  enslaved  to  disordered  desire,  and  “by  nature  children  under  wrath” 
(Ephesians  2:1-3).  Romans  3:9-23 gathers  Jew  and  Gentile  under  one  indictment  and  silences 
boasting. The point is not that every person is as wicked as possible. The point is that no area of  
human existence is untouched by the fall and no person possesses a native righteousness able to 
reconcile him or her to God.

This  distinction matters  because the phrase  “total  depravity” is  often caricatured.  It  does  not  
mean  unbelievers  are  incapable  of  affection,  courage,  creativity,  civic  virtue,  sacrifice,  or 
outwardly beneficial work. Jesus Himself can speak of human parents who are evil and yet know 
how to give good gifts to their children (Matthew 7:11). Romans 2:14-15 recognizes conscience and 
moral awareness among Gentiles.  God's  common kindness restrains evil  and permits  genuine 
temporal goods. The doctrine means rather that sin corrupts the whole person and that even our  
best acts cannot become an atoning righteousness before the holy God. We can feed the hungry  
and still need reconciliation. We can be loyal spouses and still need forgiveness. We can build 
hospitals and still be unable to raise ourselves from spiritual death (Bavinck, 2006; Grudem, 2020).

Here the New Age and New Thought counter-narrative deserves direct attention because it often  
uses Christian language while overturning the biblical diagnosis. Contemporary Unity materials,  
for example, openly speak of “inner divinity,” the “Christ within,” and humanity as expressions  
or individuations of the Divine; some presentations also affirm that all spiritual paths lead to the 
same divine source (Crawford, n.d.; Burton, n.d.). These claims can sound warm, inclusive, and  
empowering. They answer shame by telling people that their deepest self is already divine. They  
answer alienation by dissolving the Creator-creature distinction into oneness. They answer sin by  
reframing it as ignorance, misalignment, or failure to awaken to higher consciousness, themes 
well documented in scholarly studies of modern New Age spirituality (Hanegraaff, 1996; Heelas,  
1996) and examined in Sangwa's mature treatment (Sangwa, 2026f). But the biblical answer to 
shame is  not  self-deification.  It  is  adoption.  The answer  to guilt  is  not  discovery  of  a  divine  
essence. It is justification. The answer to spiritual death is not awakening a dormant god-self. It is  
regeneration by the Holy Spirit. God does not save us by revealing that we were God all along. He 
saves creatures who had rebelled against Him and brings them, by grace, into fellowship with 
Himself.

That difference is not semantic. If the problem is ignorance of one's divinity, the cross becomes  
unnecessary or merely symbolic. If the problem is guilt before a holy Judge, the cross becomes  
glorious necessity. If the problem is low consciousness, repentance sounds negative. If the problem  
is  rebellion,  repentance  is  mercy.  If  death  is  merely  a  transition  of  consciousness,  bodily  
resurrection can be spiritualized. If death is an enemy introduced through sin, Christ's bodily 
resurrection is victory over an actual enemy. The doctrine of God determines the doctrine of 
salvation.
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The pastoral force is personal. Do you approach God as though He exists to endorse you, or as the 
Holy One before  whom every  heart  is  exposed?  Do you secretly  believe  your pain makes  you  
innocent in every conflict? Do you secretly believe your moral discipline makes you safe? Do you  
imagine  that  because  God  loves  you,  He  cannot  oppose  what  destroys  you?  Isaiah  did  not  
encounter holiness and say, “I am enough.” He said, “Woe is me,” and then received cleansing  
God Himself provided (Isaiah 6:5-7). That is the rhythm of the gospel:  holiness exposes; grace 
cleanses. The sinner's hope begins not by lowering God to a manageable size, but by seeing that  
the Holy One has made a way for the unholy to be reconciled without ceasing to be holy.

2.2 Sin: More Than Mistakes or Brokenness
The word “sin” has become difficult for modern ears partly because Christians have sometimes  
used it carelessly. People have called illnesses sins, treated trauma symptoms as rebellion, blamed 
victims  for  violence  committed  against  them,  confused  involuntary  thoughts  with  chosen 
consent, or pronounced moral judgment where Scripture leaves room for wisdom and conscience. 
Those abuses must be rejected. Yet the answer to abusive moralism is not to erase sin. A physician  
who has once seen an incorrect diagnosis does not therefore deny disease. Scripture gives a morally 
serious vocabulary because human beings are morally accountable agents before God.

Sin is  more than making a  mistake.  A mistake may be morally  innocent,  as  when someone 
miscalculates  a  number  or  misunderstands  a  direction.  Sin  is  more  than  ignorance,  though 
ignorance can contribute to sinful action and does not always remove responsibility. Sin is more  
than immaturity, though immaturity can make temptation harder to navigate. Sin is more than 
social disadvantage, though poverty, coercion, injustice, and broken environments can intensify  
suffering and constrain choices.  Sin is  more than trauma, though trauma can shape nervous-
system responses, memory, attachment, fear, and coping. Sin is more than psychological distress, 
though  depression,  anxiety  disorders,  psychosis,  obsessive-compulsive  phenomena,  and  other  
conditions may profoundly affect experience and agency. These realities require competent care  
and compassionate discernment, not slogans.

Biblically, sin includes lawlessness (1 John 3:4), falling short of God's glory (Romans 3:23), unbelief 
(John 16:9), idolatry (Romans 1:21-25), failure to do known good (James 4:17), partiality (James 2:1-
9), evil speech (James 3:5-10), inward lust and hatred (Matthew 5:21-30), pride (Mark 7:21-23), and 
actions that violate love of God and neighbor. It can be transgression of a known command, 
corrupt desire, omission, self-exaltation, or the deeper posture in which the creature refuses the  
Creator's  rightful  rule.  Sin  is  personal  and  social,  inward  and  outward.  Scripture  can  indict  
individual acts and systemic patterns without allowing one to cancel the other.

This  fuller  definition guards against the therapeutic reduction of moral  evil  to “brokenness.”  
Brokenness is a useful pastoral word when it names suffering, disordered conditions, relational  
wounds, or the tragic effects of the fall. But it is incomplete if it turns every sinner into a victim of  
forces outside the self. The adulterer may be broken and also betraying a covenant. The corrupt  
official may have grown up amid normalized bribery and still be stealing. The abusive pastor may 
carry unresolved trauma and still be responsible for coercion. Conversely, the person who was  
abused is not morally guilty for being abused. The child who was assaulted is not “sexually sinful”  
because someone violated him or her. The person with an intrusive blasphemous thought has not  
necessarily chosen blasphemy. The believer experiencing temptation has not committed the act  
merely  because  temptation  occurred.  James  distinguishes  desire's  enticement  from  the  later 
conception and birth of sin (James 1:14-15), and Hebrews presents Jesus as tempted yet without sin 
(Hebrews 4:15). Temptation and sin must not be collapsed.
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The distinction between guilt and shame is equally important. True guilt names actual moral  
responsibility. False guilt assigns responsibility where none exists. Shame often goes further than 
either,  saying  not  merely  “I  did  evil”  but  “I  am  beyond  love,  beyond  restoration,  beyond  
belonging.” The gospel does not heal true guilt by denial. David's repentance in Psalm 51 is not an 
exercise  in  positive  self-talk;  he  names  his  sin  against  God.  Yet  the  gospel  also  refuses  toxic 
condemnation for the person who comes to Christ. “There is now no condemnation for those in 
Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:1). The same gospel that tells the proud sinner, “You are guilty,” tells the  
repentant believer, “Christ has borne your condemnation.” Truth cuts and heals.

A modern objection asks whether the concept of sin is psychologically harmful because it can  
intensify  shame.  The  objection  deserves  a  serious  answer.  Religious  shame  can  indeed  be  
weaponized, and scrupulosity can turn moral reflection into obsessive fear. Pastoral care should  
never treat every intrusive thought, emotional fluctuation, or symptom as evidence of hidden  
wickedness. Clinical conditions require appropriate assessment, and responsible Christian care can 
make use of medical and psychological expertise without surrendering biblical anthropology. But  
abolishing moral categories does not heal victims of evil. If cruelty, exploitation, abuse, betrayal,  
and corruption are reduced to mere “brokenness,” victims lose the language of justice. The answer  
is not less truth but truer distinctions: sin where there is sin, suffering where there is suffering, 
disorder  where  there  is  disorder,  coercion  where  there  is  coercion,  weakness  where  there  is  
weakness, and mercy everywhere it can be truthfully offered.

Another  objection  says  that  moral  categories  are  socially  constructed  and  therefore  cannot 
ground  universal  judgment.  Christians  should  readily  admit  that  cultures  differ  and  that 
Christians themselves have sometimes baptized custom as divine law. Not every dress code, dietary 
preference, etiquette norm, political strategy, or denominational taboo is a universal command.  
Chapter 14 will develop the difference between explicit prohibition, biblical principle, wisdom, 
conscience, and liberty. But cultural variation does not prove that all morality is relative. The 
biblical claims that murder, adultery, idolatry, theft, deceit, oppression, sexual immorality, greed, 
hatred, and false worship violate God's will do not depend on majority vote. Christian ethics is  
accountable to revelation, not fashion.

Sin is also bondage. Jesus says everyone who commits sin is a slave of sin (John 8:34). Paul depicts 
sin as a ruling power whose reign is broken in union with Christ (Romans 6:1-14). This language 
helps explain why repeated sin can become deeply habituated and why addiction requires more 
than a lecture. Yet bondage does not mean human beings become morally irrelevant mechanisms.  
Scripture  can  describe  enslaving  patterns  and  still  summon  people  to  repentance,  resistance,  
confession, and accountable help. In pastoral practice, the church must refuse two cruelties: “You 
are only a victim, so responsibility never matters,” and “You are only a rebel, so complexity never  
matters.” The gospel addresses persons whose agency is real, whose suffering can be real, whose sin 
can be real, and whose hope in Christ is greater than either shame or self-excuse.

The sharp question is therefore not merely, “Am I broken?” Everyone lives amid the ruins of the  
fall. The sharper question is, “Where have I sinned against God and neighbor, and will I bring  
that sin into the light?” The modern self often prefers diagnoses that explain us without accusing  
us and spiritualities that comfort us without contradicting us. The gospel offers something better 
than flattering explanation. It offers truthful pardon. Christ is not ashamed to receive sinners, but 
He does not save us by teaching us to rename darkness as light. He saves by bringing us into the  
light where confession becomes possible because mercy is real (1 John 1:5-9).
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2.3 Why Being “a Good Person” Cannot Save
Few forms of false assurance are more socially respectable than the belief that God will accept us  
because we are basically good. The argument often sounds reasonable. “I do not murder. I care for 
my family. I help people. I give to charity. I am more honest than many churchgoers. Surely a just  
God will not condemn a decent person simply for failing to hold the right religious beliefs.”  
Christians must not answer this argument with contempt for moral goodness. Kindness is better 
than cruelty.  Fidelity  is  better  than betrayal.  Honest  public  service  is  better  than corruption. 
Philanthropy can relieve genuine suffering. Humanitarian work can save lives in the temporal  
sense. The question is not whether these acts have real earthly value. The question is whether they  
can reconcile a sinner to the holy God.

Scripture says no because the standard is not comparative respectability but God's righteousness.  
The rich young ruler could point to serious moral discipline, yet Jesus exposed the idol that ruled 
him (Mark 10:17-22). The Pharisee in Jesus' parable could list religious achievements, yet the tax 
collector who pleaded for mercy went home justified rather than the man who turned morality 
into  a  résumé  (Luke  18:9-14).  Paul  had  a  formidable  record  of  religious  pedigree  and  law 
observance, but after encountering Christ he regarded self-derived righteousness as loss compared 
with being found in Christ with a righteousness not his own (Philippians 3:4-9). Moralism fails 
not because morality is bad, but because morality cannot perform the work of atonement.

The logic of a moral ledger is also spiritually deceptive. We imagine good deeds as credits that  
offset bad deeds, but Scripture does not portray God as an accountant who accepts enough virtue 
to cancel  guilt.  A judge does  not  acquit  a  guilty  defendant because  the defendant performed  
unrelated acts of charity. Nor does one faithful decade make adultery righteous, one generous 
donation convert  bribery  into justice,  or  one heroic  sacrifice make lying true.  Human courts  
understand this imperfectly; divine judgment understands it perfectly. Sin creates real guilt, and  
guilt  requires  either  judgment or  atonement.  The gospel's  astonishing claim is  not  that  God 
ignores the ledger but that Christ bears the debt and gives righteousness to the ungodly who  
believe (Romans 4:4-8).

This is why the gospel can offend both the respectable and the notorious. The notorious sinner is  
offended because God calls evil what it is. The respectable sinner is offended because God refuses  
to be impressed by comparison. The gospel places the philanthropist and the thief at the same  
narrow gate, not because their earthly conduct is equally harmful, but because neither can boast  
before God. Romans 3:27 asks, “Where, then, is boasting?” and answers by excluding it. The cross  
is  the  end  of  spiritual  class  hierarchy.  No  one  enters  the  kingdom  by  having  sinned  less  
impressively than a neighbor.

A common rebuttal asks, “Would God really save a terrible criminal who repents and reject a  
kind unbeliever?” The question often assumes that salvation is a prize for the morally superior.  
Scripture presents salvation as mercy for the guilty. The thief crucified beside Jesus had no time to  
build a moral record, repay victims, or demonstrate years of sanctification. His hope was the King 
dying beside  him (Luke 23:39-43).  This  does  not  make justice  irrelevant.  Where restitution is  
possible, repentance seeks it, as Zacchaeus shows (Luke 19:1-10). Consequences may remain after 
forgiveness. A murderer who comes to Christ does not become innocent of the human crime or 
exempt  from  lawful  punishment.  Grace  is  not  evasion.  But  if  grace  cannot  save  the  morally 
catastrophic, it is not grace.

The other half of the rebuttal must also be faced. What about the unbeliever whose kindness  
appears more beautiful than the conduct of many Christians? The answer is  first to condemn 
Christian  hypocrisy,  not  hide  it.  A  professing  Christian  who  is  cruel,  corrupt,  abusive,  or  
unrepentant should not be used as evidence that profession saves.  Matthew 7 says the opposite. 
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Second, the unbeliever's real acts of neighbor-love should be acknowledged rather than slandered. 
Christians do not need to call every outward good deed secretly evil in order to defend grace. Yet  
no human being, religious or irreligious, can offer those deeds as a sinless righteousness before  
God. The morally serious unbeliever needs Christ, and the immoral church member needs Christ. 
The standard is  not “better than the Christians I  dislike.”  The standard is  the glory of  God 
(Romans 3:23).

The gospel also confronts religious discipline as a form of moralism. Fasting, modest dress, sexual 
restraint,  church attendance,  theological  study, avoidance of alcohol,  conservative family life, 
missionary work, or sacrificial giving can all be practiced for good reasons. None can bear the  
weight of justification. The person who abstains from obvious vice may still be ruled by pride,  
lovelessness, greed, bitterness, contempt, or self-righteousness. Jesus' strongest rebukes often fall 
on people whose public religiosity concealed inner corruption (Matthew 23:23-28). The broad road 
can wear a respectable suit.

This does not mean Christians should stop pursuing virtue. It means virtue must be relocated. 
Before salvation, good works cannot earn reconciliation.  After salvation, good works become 
grateful obedience, love of neighbor, the fruit of the Spirit, and witness to God's transforming 
grace.  Sangwa's  earlier treatment rightly summarized the relation: works are not the cause of 
salvation but  its  evidence  (Sangwa,  2023).  The  present  chapter  adds  an essential  qualification: 
evidence must never be turned back into a new ground of boasting. Even mature believers remain 
dependent on Christ's righteousness. Sanctification can deepen for decades without becoming a  
second cross.

The self-examination is uncomfortable because morality is one of the last refuges of the human 
ego. If the question “Why should God receive you?” is answered first with your character, family 
record,  generosity,  ministry,  discipline,  political  decency,  or  comparative  innocence,  you  are  
pointing to the wrong righteousness.  The Christian answer is  not “I am good enough.” It  is  
“Christ is sufficient.” Then, because Christ is sufficient, the saved person learns to love what is  
good without worshiping goodness as savior.

2.4 The Incarnation: Who Jesus Christ Is
Salvation depends not only on what Jesus did but on who Jesus is. A cross carried by a merely 
admirable teacher cannot bear the guilt of the world. A created angel cannot be the eternal Word  
through whom all things were made. A spiritual master who merely models higher consciousness  
cannot reconcile creatures to their Creator. Christian soteriology is therefore inseparable from 
Christology. The church does not first possess a generic doctrine of salvation and then choose 
Jesus as its preferred symbol. Salvation is in Christ because the Savior is the eternal Son made flesh.

John's Gospel opens before Bethlehem: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with  
God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1). The same Word through whom all things came into 
being became flesh and dwelt among us (John 1:3, 14). Paul can say that all things were created 
through and for the Son and that He is before all things (Colossians 1:15-17). Hebrews addresses the 
Son as the radiance of God's glory and the exact expression of His nature, the One through whom  
God made the universe (Hebrews 1:1-3).  The New Testament's  confession is  not that Jesus  was 
promoted into deity because followers  admired Him. It  places  Him within the unique divine 
identity while distinguishing Him personally from the Father (Bauckham, 2008; Carson, 1991).

At the same time, the Word truly became human. Jesus was born, grew, became tired, hungered,  
wept, suffered, bled, and died. Hebrews says He shared in flesh and blood so that through death  
He might destroy the one holding the power of death and become a merciful and faithful high  
priest (Hebrews 2:14-18). He is not God pretending to be human, nor a human body animated by a  
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divine  being,  nor  a  divided  person  in  whom  two  subjects  happen to  cooperate.  The  classical  
language of Chalcedon was developed to protect the biblical confession that the one Lord Jesus  
Christ is truly God and truly man, without confusing His natures or dividing His person. The  
terminology is post-biblical; the truth it guards is biblical (Allison, 2011; Letham, 2019).

His sinlessness is equally essential.  Jesus asks, “Who among you can convict me of sin?” (John 
8:46). Hebrews calls Him tempted in every way as we are, yet without sin ( Hebrews 4:15). Peter 
describes Him as the One who “did not commit sin” (1 Peter 2:22). If Christ were Himself under 
sin's guilt, He would need a savior rather than be the Savior. His obedience is not an optional  
moral ornament. The last Adam succeeds where the first Adam failed, and His righteousness is  
central to the salvation of those united to Him (Romans 5:18-19; 1 Corinthians 15:45-49).

This biblical Christology confronts several recurring alternatives. Arian and modern Arian-like  
systems treat the Son as the highest creature. The difficulty is not merely that this lowers Jesus'  
status; it changes the object of saving faith. Scripture places the Son on the Creator side of the  
Creator-creature distinction and gives Him honors,  works,  names,  and worship belonging to 
God. Adoptionist patterns make Jesus a uniquely empowered man who becomes Son in a special  
sense, but the New Testament speaks of the Son being sent and existing before His incarnation 
(Galatians 4:4; John 17:5). Docetic and gnostic patterns spiritualize His humanity, but the apostles 
insist that the Word came in the flesh and tie denial of that confession to deception (1 John 4:1-3).

Modern reductions often appear more attractive because they preserve admiration while removing 
offense.  Liberal  accounts  may  honor  Jesus  as  prophet  of  love,  justice,  inclusion,  or  spiritual 
authenticity while rejecting His deity, miracles, atoning necessity, bodily resurrection, or final  
judgment. Interfaith pluralism may place Him among many valid mediators. Islam honors Jesus  
as Messiah and prophet while denying the Christian confession of divine Sonship and crucifixion.  
Jehovah's Witness theology identifies Him as a created heavenly being. Latter-day Saint theology 
uses familiar Christian terms within a radically different doctrine of God and human exaltation. 
New Age and New Thought systems may speak of “Christ consciousness,” the “Christ within,” or 
Jesus  as  an exemplar  of  the  divine  potential  available  to  all.  These  positions  differ  from one  
another and should not be carelessly merged, but they share one decisive problem where salvation 
is concerned: the Jesus they offer is not the apostolic Jesus in His full identity and saving work.

The “Christ consciousness” idea deserves special scrutiny because it often sounds close to Christian 
language. If “Christ” becomes a universal spiritual principle latent in every person, then Jesus is no 
longer the unique incarnate Son but a particularly awakened instance of what all people already  
are. The gospel is inverted. Scripture does not announce that the eternal Son came to remind  
hidden gods of their divinity. It announces that the eternal Son took the nature of His creatures  
without  ceasing  to  be  God,  humbled  Himself  to  death  on  a  cross,  and  was  exalted  as  Lord  
(Philippians 2:5-11).  Believers are united to Christ by grace;  they do not discover that they are  
Christ by nature.

A philosophical objection asks how one person can be fully God and fully human. Christians  
should not pretend the incarnation is easy. It is a mystery in the biblical sense of divine truth 
revealed, not a contradiction that says Jesus is one person and two persons in the same respect or 
finite  and infinite  in  the  same respect.  Classical  Christology  distinguishes  person and nature 
precisely  to  avoid  contradiction.  The  Son possesses  the  divine  nature  eternally  and assumes  a  
complete human nature in time. The church's task is not to explain away the wonder but to speak  
without denying either side of Scripture's witness (Letham, 2019; Sangwa, 2026b).

Another objection claims that insisting on Christ's  exclusivity is  arrogant.  But arrogance is  a  
posture of the witness, not a logical property of a truth claim. Christians can state an exclusive  
claim humbly, and pluralists also make exclusive claims when they say no single religion may be  
exclusively true. The decisive question is whether Jesus is who Scripture and the apostolic witness  
say He is. If the eternal Son truly entered history, died, and rose, then refusing to reduce Him to 
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one spiritual teacher among many is not cultural superiority. It is fidelity to His identity. Peter's 
announcement that salvation is found in no other name (Acts 4:12) was not a boast about Peter's 
ethnicity or intelligence. It was a confession that the Savior is unique.

Pastorally, false Christs are dangerous because they can give people religious confidence without  
reconciliation. A Jesus who only affirms cannot expose sin. A Jesus who is only example cannot 
bear guilt. A Jesus who is only healer cannot justify. A Jesus who is only revolutionary cannot raise  
the dead. A Jesus who is only inner consciousness cannot mediate between Creator and creature.  
The question “Do you believe in Jesus?” is therefore incomplete until we ask, “Which Jesus, and 
what do you believe He has done?” Saving faith rests in the incarnate Son, true God and true man,  
the only Mediator between God and humanity (1 Timothy 2:5).

2.5 The Cross: Substitution, Atonement, and 
Reconciliation
The cross stands at the center of Christian salvation because sin creates a problem that inspiration, 
education, therapy, political reform, mystical experience, and moral example cannot solve. The  
guilty  need  pardon  without  the  denial  of  justice.  Enemies  need  reconciliation.  Slaves  need 
redemption.  The  defiled  need  cleansing.  The  condemned  need  justification.  The  powers  of  
darkness must be defeated. The New Testament gathers these realities around the death of Christ.

It is therefore too narrow to treat the cross as though Scripture gives only one image, and too  
shallow  to  treat  every  image  as  interchangeable.  The  New  Testament  speaks  of  sacrifice,  
propitiation, substitution, ransom, redemption, reconciliation, covenant, victory, example, and 
the demonstration of divine love. These are not competing gospels. They are facets of one saving 
event.  Penal  substitution  is  central  because  Scripture  repeatedly  says  Christ  bears  sins  and 
judgment in the place of others,  but substitution should not be isolated from reconciliation,  
liberation, victory, and new covenant (Stott, 2021). The Lamb who bears sin is also the King who  
disarms powers and purchases a people.

Isaiah  53 gives  the  grammar  before  the  crucifixion:  the  Servant  is  pierced  for  transgressions,  
crushed for iniquities, bears the sin of many, and by His wounds brings peace. Jesus interprets His  
own mission through ransom language, saying the Son of Man gives His life “as a ransom for 
many” (Mark 10:45). At the Supper He identifies His blood as covenant blood poured out “for 
many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:28). Paul says God made the sinless One to be sin 
for us so that in Him we might become God's righteousness (2 Corinthians 5:21), and Peter says 
Christ bore our sins in His body on the tree ( 1 Peter 2:24). Substitution is not a theory invented 
centuries later and imposed on the text. It arises from sacrifice, Passover, Servant prophecy, Jesus'  
own words, and apostolic interpretation (Gathercole, 2015; Morris, 1983).

Romans 3:21-26 explains why the cross is necessary for justification. God presents Christ as the  
atoning sacrifice so that He may be both just and the justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus.  
Divine forgiveness is not moral indifference. God does not declare evil good. He deals with sin in  
Christ.  The  concept  of  propitiation  can  sound  disturbing  if  divine  wrath  is  imagined  as 
uncontrolled temper. Biblical wrath is God's settled, holy opposition to evil. A God who never  
opposes genocide, rape, exploitation, deceit, cruelty, and idolatry would not be morally better  
than the biblical God. Love without justice becomes complicity. At the cross, the holy love of God 
provides the sacrifice His justice requires.

This immediately answers one modern objection: “Why cannot God simply forgive?” Human 
forgiveness itself never makes evil unreal. The victim who forgives still absorbs a cost. Restitution 
may remain necessary. Justice may still require consequences. At the divine level, the cross shows 
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that forgiveness is free to the recipient but infinitely costly to the giver. God does not wave away  
the moral order He created. He takes responsibility for providing the atonement sinners could  
never  provide.  The gospel  is  not  “God decided sin did not  matter.”  It  is  “God loved sinners  
enough to deal with sin at unfathomable cost.”

A second objection calls substitution “divine child abuse.” The strongest form of this criticism 
warns that penal substitution can portray an angry Father punishing an unwilling Son and can 
sanctify  violence  by  making  suffering  inherently  redemptive.  Christians  should  reject  any 
presentation that does so. The Son is not a third-party victim coerced by the Father. Jesus says He  
lays down His life willingly and has authority to take it up again ( John 10:17-18). The Father loves 
the Son, the Son obeys in love, and Hebrews speaks of Christ offering Himself through the eternal  
Spirit (Hebrews 9:14). The triune God acts in one saving will. The incarnation means God does 
not solve violence by torturing someone else. In the person of the Son, God gives Himself for His  
enemies. That does not make every human act of violence holy; it reveals a unique redemptive act  
that human abusers have no authority to imitate.

A  third  objection  prefers  a  moral-influence-only  cross:  Jesus  dies  to  show  love,  inspire  
nonviolence, expose oppressive systems, or awaken repentance. The cross certainly demonstrates 
love (Romans 5:8), provides an example of suffering faithfulness (1 Peter 2:21), and unmasks human 
injustice. But if example exhausts the cross, the New Testament's language of bearing sin, ransom,  
blood, propitiation, reconciliation, and curse becomes unintelligible.  We needed more than a 
moving demonstration because our problem is more than lack of inspiration. A drowning person 
needs rescue, not merely an example of swimming.

The cross is  also redemption. Galatians says Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by  
becoming a curse for us (Galatians 3:13). First Peter speaks of being redeemed not with silver or 
gold  but  with  Christ's  precious  blood  (1  Peter  1:18-19).  Redemption  exposes  every  spiritual 
marketplace that treats divine power as a commodity. Salvation cannot be bought with offerings, 
purchased  through  an  anointing  product,  activated  by  a  paid  consultation,  secured  by  a 
pilgrimage, or transferred through spiritual commerce. Ministers may be supported; the gospel 
itself is not for sale. Simon Magus' attempt to purchase spiritual power is rebuked because the gift 
of God cannot be obtained with money (Acts 8:18-23).

The cross is reconciliation.  Romans 5 describes sinners not merely as wounded but as enemies 
reconciled to God through the death of His Son (Romans 5:6-11). Second Corinthians 5 says God 
was  in  Christ  reconciling  the  world  to  Himself  and  entrusts  to  the  church  the  message  of  
reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:18-21). Reconciliation is relational peace grounded in an objective 
act. It is not God learning to tolerate sin, nor the sinner persuading God to become kind. God 
Himself initiates the reconciling work.

The cross is victory. Colossians 2:13-15 joins forgiveness of trespasses with the cancellation of debt 
and the disarming of rulers and authorities. Hebrews 2:14-15 says the Son shared flesh and blood so 
that through death He might destroy the one holding the power of death and free those enslaved  
by fear. Christus Victor is not an alternative to substitution; the victory occurs through the sin-
bearing death that cancels the accuser's claim. This also corrects deliverance systems that place the  
believer's  confidence  in  secret  formulas,  repeated  exorcistic  rituals,  spiritual  objects,  ancestral  
transactions, or the charismatic personality of a minister. The decisive victory is Christ's.

New Age and New Thought soteriologies must minimize or reinterpret the cross because their 
anthropology does not require atonement. If humanity's deepest problem is ignorance of inner 
divinity, then Calvary can only symbolize the death of lower consciousness and the rise of the 
higher self. Some contemporary metaphysical Christian sources explicitly reject blood atonement 
as primitive and instead frame spiritual progress as movement toward oneness with the Divine 
within (Shepherd, n.d.). That is not a small revision. It removes the apostolic center. Paul did not  
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preach that Christ died merely to dramatize an archetype of consciousness. He delivered as “of  
first importance” that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures (1 Corinthians 15:3).

The cross therefore confronts every reader's pride. If Christ had to die, your sin is not harmless. If 
Christ willingly died, your sin is not hopeless. Legalism looks at the cross and says, “I will add my  
merits.” Antinomianism looks at the cross and says, “My rebellion no longer matters.” The gospel 
says both are impossible. The price excludes boasting and the price excludes trivializing sin. The  
proper response is worship: “He loved me and gave himself for me” (Galatians 2:20).

2.6 The Bodily Resurrection and the 
Lordship of Christ
Christian  salvation  is  not  complete  with  a  dead  Savior.  The  resurrection  is  not  decorative 
optimism attached to the cross. Paul states the matter with shocking clarity: if Christ has not  
been raised, apostolic preaching is empty, faith is futile, believers remain in their sins, and those 
who died in Christ have perished (1 Corinthians 15:14-19). Christianity therefore rises or falls with 
a claim about what God did to the crucified body of Jesus in history.

The  earliest  apostolic  proclamation  did  not  announce  that  Jesus'  “spirit  lives  on,”  that  His 
teaching survived,  or  that  the disciples  discovered hope  after  tragedy.  First  Corinthians  15:3-8 
preserves a tradition Paul says he received and passed on: Christ died for sins, was buried, was  
raised on the third day, and appeared to named witnesses and groups. The Gospels describe an 
empty tomb and embodied appearances in which the risen Jesus is continuous with the crucified  
Jesus yet transformed beyond ordinary mortal life. Historical scholarship disagrees about how far 
historical method can adjudicate a miraculous event, but even critical treatments recognize that  
resurrection belief  belongs to the earliest  Christian proclamation rather than a late  medieval  
embellishment (Allison, 2021; Wright, 2003). Christian faith goes further because it receives the  
apostolic testimony under Scripture's authority: God truly raised Jesus from the dead.

The bodily character matters. A purely symbolic resurrection cannot defeat death. A metaphor 
cannot become the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. Paul explicitly connects Christ's  
raised  body  to  the  future  transformation  of  believers'  bodies  (1  Corinthians  15:20-23,  42-49). 
Salvation is therefore not escape from embodiment. The biblical hope is resurrection and renewed 
creation. This corrects both ancient gnostic impulses and modern spiritualities that treat matter  
as  lower,  illusory,  or  something  consciousness  must  transcend.  It  also  corrects  technological  
salvation  myths.  Uploading  data,  extending  lifespan,  simulating  a  deceased  personality,  or 
replacing biological functions may alter human experience, but none is resurrection. Christian 
hope is not indefinite survival through technique. It is God's victory over death in Christ.

The resurrection vindicates Jesus as Lord. Peter's Pentecost proclamation reaches its climax in the  
declaration that the crucified Jesus has been made both Lord and Messiah (Acts 2:22-36). Romans 
says Jesus was raised “for our justification” (Romans 4:25),  not because the resurrection pays a 
second  atoning  price,  but  because  it  publicly  vindicates  the  righteous  Son  and  confirms  the 
efficacy  of  His  saving work.  Death could  not  hold  the  Holy  One.  The  empty  tomb is  God's  
“Amen” to the Son's finished obedience.

The resurrection also establishes judgment. This is often omitted from Easter preaching, but Paul  
tells the Athenians that God commands all people everywhere to repent because He has set a day  
to judge the world in righteousness by the Man He appointed, giving assurance by raising Him  
from the dead (Acts 17:30-31). The risen Jesus is not only comforter but Judge. His lordship is not a  
private devotional title. Every knee will bow and every tongue confess His lordship (Philippians 
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2:9-11).  Salvation therefore  means  transfer  of  allegiance.  The  believer  does  not  merely  receive 
benefits from Jesus; the believer belongs to the risen King.

This  lordship must be stated without creating a new legalism. Some hear the phrase “Jesus is  
Lord” and imagine salvation is earned by achieving a sufficient level of submission before God 
will  justify.  That  reverses  grace.  No  sinner  offers  flawless  surrender.  The  disciples  themselves  
misunderstood, feared, failed, and needed restoration. Saving faith receives the actual Jesus, not a  
fictional “Savior” divorced from His lordship. The one who comes empty-handed is received; the  
grace that receives then begins to reorder allegiance. Lordship is  not the meritorious price of 
justification but the identity of the Savior and the direction of the new life.

Modern  spiritualities  often  preserve  resurrection  vocabulary  while  changing  its  object.  
“Resurrection” may mean rebirth of potential, awakening from ego, recovery after trauma, social  
renewal, or the triumph of hope. Such metaphors can be poetically meaningful, but they become  
counterfeit when they replace the event. The church must not be embarrassed by the scandal of  
bodily  resurrection.  The  gospel  is  not  finally  about  humanity  discovering  how  to  rise 
psychologically. It is about God raising the dead.

The resurrection also  answers  despair.  The  believer's  future  is  not  dependent  on maintaining 
youth, avoiding every disease, or achieving an ideal body. Bodies age, scar, weaken, and die. Some 
believers  will  endure  disability,  chronic  illness,  dementia,  persecution,  or  violent  death.  The 
gospel does not promise immunity. It promises resurrection. That hope protects the church from 
both  prosperity  teaching  and  body  hatred.  The  body  matters  enough  to  be  raised;  present 
suffering is real enough to be grieved; death is serious enough to be called an enemy; Christ is  
victorious enough that the enemy will not have the last word.

This hope naturally points toward His return. Paul joins the Lord's descent, the resurrection of the  
dead in Christ, the gathering of living believers to meet Him, and the command to encourage  
one another (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18). The author's pre-tribulation understanding of the Blessed 
Hope belongs within that expectation, but no timetable is needed to make the pastoral point. 
Readiness is not date-setting. It is belonging to the risen Lord now. The person who hopes to see  
Christ does not prepare by decoding every headline but by abiding in Him, resisting deception,  
serving faithfully, and pursuing holiness (1 John 3:2-3).

2.7 Repentance and Saving Faith
The gospel call in the New Testament is neither “Improve yourself until you deserve Christ” nor 
“Say the correct words and remain unchanged.” Jesus announces, “Repent and believe the good 
news” (Mark 1:15). Paul summarizes his ministry as testimony about repentance toward God and 
faith  in  the  Lord  Jesus  Christ  (Acts  20:21).  After  His  resurrection,  Jesus  says  repentance  for 
forgiveness of sins will be proclaimed in His name to all nations (Luke 24:46-47). Repentance and 
faith belong together because conversion is a turning: from sin, idols, and self-rule toward God 
through trusting the crucified and risen Christ.

Repentance must be carefully distinguished from several near substitutes. It is not embarrassment 
that one was caught. It is not fear of consequences while still loving the sin. It is not self-loathing.  
It  is  not  public  tears.  It  is  not  a  ritual  phrase.  It  is  not  a  promise  never  to  fail  again.  Judas  
experienced remorse after betraying Jesus but did not flee to the Savior for mercy (Matthew 27:3-5). 
Pharaoh repeatedly begged for relief and repeatedly returned to hardness (Exodus 8-10). Second 
Corinthians distinguishes godly grief that produces repentance from worldly grief that produces 
death (2 Corinthians 7:9-10). Repentance concerns the moral reality before God, not merely the 
pain the sin caused the sinner.
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Older Christian teaching sometimes relies too heavily on the etymology of the Greek metanoia as 
though the word by itself proves every aspect of a later doctrinal definition. Better exegesis looks  
at how Scripture uses the concept. Acts 3:19 joins repentance with turning back to God. Acts 26:20 
speaks of deeds consistent with repentance. First Thessalonians describes conversion as turning 
from idols to serve the living and true God (1 Thessalonians 1:9-10). Repentance therefore includes 
a changed mind, but it is not merely a new opinion. It is a Spirit-enabled reorientation of the  
person toward God that bears practical fruit (Sangwa, 2024a).

Repentance is not payment. This point must be defended because some forms of legalism make 
sinners  feel  they  must  become  miserable  enough,  reform  enough,  confess  enough,  or  suffer  
enough  before  Christ  will  receive  them.  Scripture  says  God  grants  repentance  (Acts  11:18;  2 
Timothy 2:25). Christ's blood pays for sin; repentance does not. The sinner does not clean himself 
before  entering  the  shower  of  grace.  He  comes  because  grace  exposes  the  dirt  and  promises 
cleansing. A person may need to make restitution, accept consequences, end a sinful relationship,  
confess to those harmed, or seek accountability, but none of those acts purchases pardon.

Saving faith must also be defined carefully. It is not merely believing that God exists. James says 
demons believe that and shudder (James 2:19).  It  is  not generic spirituality, positive thinking, 
confidence in “the universe,” confidence in confidence, or visualization of desired outcomes. It is  
not  merely  agreeing  that  Christian  propositions  are  probably  true  while  refusing  to  entrust  
oneself  to  Christ.  Historically,  Protestant  theology has  often distinguished knowledge  of  the 
gospel, assent to its truth, and personal trust. The categories are useful so long as they are not  
turned into a mechanical checklist. Saving faith is reliance on Christ Himself as crucified Savior  
and risen Lord.

This  directly  confronts  manifestation  spirituality  and  some  Word  of  Faith  patterns.  In 
manifestation  systems,  “faith”  can  become  a  metaphysical  technology  by  which  thought,  
affirmation, vibration, or consciousness shapes reality. Some prosperity teaching similarly treats  
positive confession as causal power. Biblical faith is almost the opposite. It is not sovereignty of the 
mind  but  surrender  of  self-trust.  Abraham's  faith  was  faith  in  God's  promise,  not  faith  in  
Abraham's capacity to create outcomes (Romans 4:18-21). Jesus teaches prayer that asks boldly and 
still says, “Your will be done” (Matthew 26:39). Faith trusts God when the answer is provision and 
when the answer is a thorn that remains (2 Corinthians 12:7-10).

An important intramural debate concerns whether repentance should be described as a condition 
of salvation alongside faith or whether doing so compromises “faith alone.” Some Free Grace  
advocates rightly warn that obedience, discipleship achievement, or emotional intensity must not 
be smuggled into justification. Some Lordship formulations have indeed been heard as though a 
sinner must promise near-total life reform before Christ will save. That should be corrected. Yet  
the  opposite  error  severs  faith  from  the  biblical  call  to  turn  to  God.  Repentance  is  not  an 
additional  meritorious  instrument  beside  faith.  It  is  the  negative  and  positive  movement  of  
conversion: turning from the old allegiance as one turns in faith toward Christ. A person can be  
saved with weak faith, confused emotion, and incomplete understanding. No one is saved by a 
deliberate plan to receive forgiveness while retaining rebellion as lord.

Another objection asks, “What about a child or a person with severe cognitive impairment who  
cannot articulate these categories?” Scripture gives enough to trust God's justice and mercy but 
not  enough  to  make  every  exceptional  case  an  occasion  for  dogmatic  speculation.  Christian 
theology should distinguish the ordinary gospel command to morally accountable hearers from 
God's  sovereign dealings with those incapable of ordinary response.  We do not make human 
verbal sophistication the Savior. At the same time, exceptional cases should not be used to empty 
the ordinary apostolic summons of repentance and faith.

Pastorally, saving faith may tremble. The father who cries, “I do believe; help my unbelief!” is not  
praised  for  strong  psychology  but  for  bringing  weak  faith  to  the  right  Person  (Mark  9:24). 
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Sensitive believers often turn faith into faith in their own faith: “Did I believe strongly enough?  
Was my repentance sincere enough? Did I feel the correct emotion?” The gospel directs them 
away from the quality of their inner measurement toward Christ's sufficiency. Weak hands can 
receive a strong Savior.

Presumptuous believers need the opposite warning. A past prayer, raised hand, baptism, childhood 
profession, or emotional experience is not a magical event that converts later rebellion into safety.  
Chapter 3 will examine those substitutes in detail. Here the principle is enough: saving faith is  
present-tense reliance on Christ that, because it is living faith in a living Lord, begins to bear the  
fruit of repentance and obedience. The question is not whether you can remember a moment  
when you said yes. It is whether you are resting in Christ now and whether His grace is making  
war on the lordship of sin.

2.8 Justification by Grace Through Faith
Justification answers one of the most terrifying questions a morally awake person can ask: How 
can the guilty stand righteous before the holy Judge? Scripture's answer is not that God lowers His  
standard, pretends sin never happened, or waits until we become morally perfect. Justification is  
God's gracious judicial declaration that the believer is righteous in His sight because of Christ,  
received through faith apart from works. This forensic dimension is central to Paul's gospel and to 
the Reformation's recovery of grace as gift rather than spiritual wage (Barclay, 2015; Schreiner,  
2018).

Romans  3 moves  from  universal  guilt  to  a  righteousness  “apart  from  the  law”  that  is  given 
through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe (Romans 3:21-26). Romans 4 then contrasts wages 
earned by work with righteousness credited to the one who believes in the God who justifies the  
ungodly (Romans 4:4-8). Romans 5:1 draws the conclusion: “Since we have been justified by faith,  
we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” The courtroom background is reinforced 
by the opposite verdict of condemnation (Romans 8:33-34). To justify is not simply to begin moral 
therapy. It is to issue a verdict.

This  is  why  justification  must  be  distinguished  from  sanctification  without  separating  them. 
Justification changes the believer's standing before God. Sanctification changes the believer's life  
by  the  Spirit.  Justification  is  definitive,  grounded  wholly  in  Christ's  work;  sanctification  is 
progressive,  genuinely  involving  the  believer's  Spirit-enabled  obedience.  Confusing  the  two 
creates opposite disasters. If sanctification is folded into the ground of justification, assurance rises  
and falls with performance. If sanctification is severed from justification, grace becomes a legal  
fiction that leaves sin's  reign untouched. The New Testament joins what theological precision 
distinguishes: those God justifies He also gives new life and conforms to Christ (Romans 8:29-30).

Historic  Protestant  theology  has  used  the  language  of  imputation  to  describe  the  believer's  
reception of a righteousness not his or her own, a distinction the author's earlier treatment of  
human and divine righteousness likewise emphasized (Sangwa, 2024b). Romans 4 repeatedly uses 
“credit” or “reckon” language.  Philippians 3:9 contrasts Paul's own righteousness from the law 
with righteousness through faith in Christ. Second Corinthians 5:21 places the sinless Christ and 
believers' reception of God's righteousness in a profound exchange. Different traditions debate the 
precise  conceptual  grammar  of  imputation,  participation,  union,  and  transformative 
righteousness, and it is fair to acknowledge that Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox theology 
do not simply teach the crude caricature “people earn heaven by being nice.” They speak of grace,  
sacramental participation, and transformation in ways rooted in their own theological systems. 
Yet  any  formulation must  reckon with  Paul's  explicit  exclusion of  works  as  the  basis  of  the  
justifying verdict.
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One contemporary scholarly rebuttal argues that Paul's phrase “works of the law” refers especially 
to  Jewish boundary  markers  such as  circumcision,  food laws,  and Sabbath,  so  Paul's  polemic  
should not be generalized into exclusion of all human moral effort. The New Perspective on Paul 
has helped readers attend more carefully to first-century Jewish context and to the Jew-Gentile  
dimensions  of  justification.  But  Romans  4 broadens  the  logic  beyond  ethnic  badges  by 
contrasting working for wages with believing in the One who justifies the ungodly. Ephesians 2:8-
9 excludes boasting in “works” without limiting the category to ceremonial identity markers. 
Titus 3:5 says God saved us “not by works of righteousness that we had done.” The gospel excludes 
human merit comprehensively while creating a new people whose obedience matters profoundly  
(Schreiner, 2015; Westerholm, 2013).

Another objection says “faith itself is a work.” Paul explicitly refuses that logic. In  Romans 4, 
faith is contrasted with working for wages. Faith does not contribute saving merit; it receives. The 
classic metaphor of an empty hand is useful precisely because the hand adds nothing to the gift.  
Even  faith  is  enabled  by  grace.  No  believer  arrives  in  glory  and  says,  “Christ  did  almost  
everything, but my superior capacity to believe completed the transaction.” Boasting is excluded.

Justification by faith also confronts sacramental automaticism. Baptism and the Lord's Supper are 
commanded signs of the gospel and precious means by which the church confesses Christ, but no  
physical rite should be treated as a mechanism that justifies irrespective of living faith. The New 
Testament can speak strongly about baptism's union symbolism and covenantal significance, yet  
it  also warns of people who participate outwardly in covenant privileges  without saving faith. 
Chapter 3 will examine sacramental assurance more fully. The present point is that justification's  
ground  is  Christ  and  its  receiving  instrument  is  faith,  not  the  performance  of  a  rite  as  a  
meritorious or automatic cause.

The doctrine also answers the sensitive conscience. A believer who thinks God justifies only when  
today's spiritual performance has been acceptable will live under unstable peace. Prayer was good 
this morning, so God is near. Anger broke out this afternoon, so perhaps justification evaporated.  
A week of discipline produces  confidence;  a  relapse produces despair.  That is  not the logic of  
Romans 5. The justified believer's peace with God rests in Christ. Serious sin requires confession,  
may  bring  discipline,  and  can  rightly  shake  presumption,  but  the  answer  to  sin  is  not  to  
manufacture a fresh righteousness. It is to return to the Advocate and atoning sacrifice (1 John 2:1-
2).

The doctrine equally rebukes complacency. The God who justifies the ungodly does not justify 
ungodliness as a lifestyle to be protected.  Romans 6 anticipates the accusation: if grace abounds 
over sin, should believers continue in sin so grace may multiply? “Absolutely not!” (Romans 6:1-2). 
Justification  removes  condemnation;  union  with  Christ  breaks  sin's  dominion.  The  justified 
person remains  imperfect  but  cannot  make  peace  with  the  old  master  as  though  grace  were 
permission to defect.

Self-examination here should be ruthlessly simple. When you think of standing before God, what 
righteousness gives you courage? Is it your doctrinal precision? Your conservative morality? Your 
years in ministry? Your generosity? Your sexual purity? Your suffering? Your social-justice work?  
Your baptism? Your denominational pedigree? Your repentance itself? The gospel takes every one 
of  these from the courtroom and places  Christ  there  alone.  Then it  gives  them back,  where  
appropriate, as fruits of gratitude rather than grounds of acquittal.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%206%3A1-2&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%206&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20John%202%3A1-2&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=1%20John%202%3A1-2&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%205&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%204&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Titus%203%3A5&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ephesians%202%3A8-9&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ephesians%202%3A8-9&version=CSB
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans%204&version=CSB


THE BROAD ROAD IN CHRISTIAN CLOTHING  |  CHAPTER 2

17

2.9 Regeneration, Adoption, and the 
Indwelling Spirit
Justification would be glorious even if it only answered guilt, but biblical salvation goes further.  
God does not merely change the sinner's legal status while leaving the heart untouched. Jesus tells  
Nicodemus, a morally serious and religiously educated teacher, “You must be born again” ( John 
3:7). New birth is not an advanced experience for unusually spiritual Christians. It is necessary to 
see and enter God's kingdom (John 3:3-8). Regeneration is the Holy Spirit's life-giving work by 
which those spiritually dead in sin are made alive with Christ.

The  doctrine  destroys  confidence  in  inherited  religion.  Nicodemus  had  covenant  privilege,  
Scripture knowledge, moral discipline, and religious office. Jesus did not congratulate him for  
proximity. He told him he needed birth from above. Flesh gives birth to flesh; the Spirit gives 
birth to spirit (John 3:6). Human ancestry cannot generate divine life. Christian parents can teach, 
pray, model faith, catechize, discipline, and evangelize their children. They cannot regenerate  
them.  A  Christian  culture  can  normalize  biblical  vocabulary.  It  cannot  cause  new  birth.  A  
denomination can administer ordinances. It cannot command the Spirit.

Titus 3:3-7 places regeneration wholly inside mercy. Paul remembers foolishness,  disobedience, 
deception,  slavery  to  passions,  malice,  envy,  and  hatred;  then  comes  the  turn:  when  God's 
kindness and love appeared, “he saved us - not by works of righteousness that we had done, but  
according to his mercy,” through regeneration and renewal by the Holy Spirit. New birth is not a 
better version of self-help. It is divine life where there was spiritual death. First Peter similarly  
speaks of being born again through the living and enduring Word of God ( 1 Peter 1:23). The Spirit 
ordinarily gives life through the gospel Word, not through esoteric technique.

Regeneration therefore differs radically from New Age awakening. Both may use language of  
transformation, awakening, light, and new consciousness, which is why the distinction must be  
precise.  In  New  Age  and  metaphysical  New  Thought  systems,  transformation  often  means 
awakening to an already-present divine essence, higher self,  universal consciousness, or Christ  
principle.  Biblical  regeneration means the Holy Spirit  gives  new life  to a creature who is  not  
divine by nature. The old self is not merely ignorant of its godhood; it is alienated from God and 
needs mercy. The “divine within” is not the sinner's native essence. The indwelling Spirit is God's  
gracious gift to those who belong to Christ.

The Spirit Himself must not be reduced to energy. He speaks (Acts 13:2), teaches (John 14:26), can 
be grieved (Ephesians 4:30), intercedes (Romans 8:26-27), distributes gifts according to His will (1 
Corinthians 12:11), and glorifies Christ (John 16:14). He is fully divine, not an impersonal vibration 
available for manipulation (Sangwa, 2026c). This distinction is pastorally decisive in an age that  
freely  blends  Christian  language  with  talk  of  energy  alignment,  vibration,  manifestation, 
universal  consciousness,  or  channeling.  The  Holy  Spirit  is  not  a  Christian  name  for  a  
metaphysical field. He is the Lord and giver of life.

All who belong to Christ have the Spirit. Romans 8:9 is categorical: anyone who does not have the 
Spirit  of  Christ  does  not  belong to  Him.  Ephesians  says  believers  who heard  the  gospel  and 
believed were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit  as  the down payment of their inheritance  
(Ephesians  1:13-14).  Christian  traditions  debate  the  terminology  and  timing  of  later 
empowerments, fillings, or experiences of the Spirit, but no theology should divide the body into  
a Spiritless class of genuine Christians and a Spirit-possessing elite. The Spirit's indwelling is not 
proof of superiority. It is the mark of belonging to Christ.
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Regeneration produces change, but change must be described pastorally. A newborn believer is 
genuinely alive and genuinely immature. Some sins may fall rapidly; others may involve years of 
repentance, counseling, accountability, withdrawal, restitution, relearning, and spiritual warfare. 
Temperament does not become instantly identical across believers. Trauma does not evaporate. 
Addiction does not always disappear without relapse. Mental illness is not automatically cured.  
Sanctification will follow, but regeneration should not be turned into a demand for theatrical  
transformation on a human timetable. The question is not instant perfection but new direction,  
new allegiance, and the presence of spiritual life.

Adoption  adds  another  dimension.  The  justified  and  regenerated  are  not  merely  pardoned 
criminals released outside the courthouse. God brings them into His family. “You received the  
Spirit of adoption, by whom we cry out, ‘Abba, Father!’” (Romans 8:15). Adoption gives access, 
identity,  inheritance,  discipline,  belonging,  and  hope.  It  speaks  especially  tenderly  to  the 
abandoned, rejected, shamed, and socially displaced. The believer's deepest identity is not career,  
tribe, nationality, sexuality, social class, academic title, wound, political identity, or past sin. It is  
belonging to God in Christ.

Adoption also refutes  self-deification with a better  glory.  Believers  become God's  children by 
grace;  they  do  not  become  God  by  nature.  The  Creator-creature  distinction  is  not  a  defect  
salvation  erases.  It  is  the  framework  within  which  love  becomes  possible.  New  Age  self-
divinization says, “You are divine; awaken to it.” Adoption says, “You were not God's child by  
natural right in the saving sense; in Christ, God has loved you and made you His own.” The  
second is humbler and more wonderful because it is gift.

Union with Christ gathers these benefits into one center. Believers are justified in Christ, die and  
rise with Christ, are seated with Christ, bear fruit in Christ, and await glorification with Christ 
(Romans 6:1-11; Ephesians 2:4-7; John 15:1-8). Salvation is not a box of benefits delivered separately 
from the Benefactor. It is participation by the Spirit in the life and saving work of Christ, without  
any collapse of creature into Creator (Horton, 2011). This is why assurance cannot finally rest in an 
isolated experience. The question is whether one belongs to Christ.

The pastoral question becomes searching: has Christianity remained outside you as culture, ethics, 
vocabulary, family heritage, or religious activity, or has the Spirit brought you into living union  
with Christ? You cannot see regeneration directly as though looking at a certificate, but you can  
see its effects over time: confession of Christ, hatred of sin, love for believers, hunger for truth, 
growing obedience, receptivity to discipline, and perseverance. These fruits do not cause the new 
birth. They are signs that life is present.

2.10 Sanctification, Perseverance, Judgment, 
and Glorification
Salvation has a past, present, and future dimension. Believers can say they have been saved, are 
being saved, and will be saved, not because Christ's work is unfinished but because the one saving  
grace unfolds  from justification to final glorification.  The New Testament therefore refuses  a 
gospel that ends at a conversion moment. Those whom God calls into fellowship with Christ are 
also called to holiness, perseverance, watchfulness, and hope.

Sanctification is God's work of setting His people apart and progressively conforming them to  
Christ. “This is God's will, your sanctification” (1 Thessalonians 4:3). Hebrews commands believers 
to pursue holiness, “without which no one will see the Lord” (Hebrews 12:14). That sentence can 
terrify sensitive consciences if holiness is interpreted as sinless perfection required to earn final  
acceptance.  It  can  also  be  neutralized  by  careless  readers  who treat  holiness  as  optional.  The  
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biblical solution is neither. Sanctification is necessary because salvation unites us to the Holy One;  
it is not the meritorious ground of justification. The same Spirit who testifies that believers are  
children also leads them to put to death the deeds of the body (Romans 8:12-17).

Progressive sanctification includes conflict. Galatians describes the flesh and the Spirit as opposed 
(Galatians 5:16-25). First John can say believers must not sin and, in the same breath, provide the  
Advocate for believers who do sin (1 John 2:1-2). Romans 7 has been interpreted in different ways 
across Christian traditions, but no major reading can make the mature Christian life a state in  
which sin no longer matters. The believer's relationship to sin has changed even while the battle  
remains.  Sin is  no longer peaceably enthroned. There is  conviction, confession, mortification, 
resistance, discipline, and growth.

This  distinction  is  crucial  for  the  struggling  believer.  A  relapse  is  serious,  but  relapse  is  not 
automatically  apostasy.  Temptation can be intense without being identity.  A believer can fall  
grievously, as Peter did, and be restored. Some patterns involve addiction, trauma, habituation,  
and environmental triggers that demand both spiritual and practical intervention. Accountable  
discipleship, medical care, counseling, changed environments, restitution, legal safeguards, and 
long-term support may all be appropriate. “Grace” must never mean doing nothing. Nor should a 
person fighting sin be told that the very existence of struggle proves he or she is unregenerate.  
Often the struggle is evidence that peace with sin has been broken.

Perseverance  introduces  another  debated  question.  Scripture  gives  magnificent  promises  of 
preservation.  Jesus  says  no  one  will  snatch His  sheep  from  His  hand ( John  10:27-30).  Paul  is 
confident that  the One who began a  good work will  complete  it  (Philippians  1:6).  Peter  says 
believers are guarded by God's power through faith for salvation ready to be revealed (1 Peter 1:3-5). 
Romans 8 culminates in the assurance that nothing can separate believers from God's love in 
Christ (Romans 8:31-39). These texts are not fragile comforts.

Scripture also gives severe warnings. Hebrews warns against drifting, hardened unbelief, falling 
away, and deliberate repudiation of Christ (Hebrews 2:1-4; 3:12-14; 6:4-8; 10:26-39). Paul warns the 
Corinthians through Israel's wilderness example not to presume (1 Corinthians 10:1-12). Jesus calls 
for  endurance.  Christians  have  therefore  differed  over  the  systematic  reconciliation  of 
preservation and apostasy texts. Reformed traditions emphasize that all truly regenerate believers 
will  certainly  persevere  because  God  preserves  them.  Wesleyan  and  Arminian  traditions  give 
greater  weight  to  warnings  as  describing  a  real  possibility  of  falling from saving  grace.  The  
present book need not solve every historical debate to insist on two truths the church must not  
separate: God is powerfully able to keep His people, and no doctrine of security may be used to 
sanctify unbelief, apostasy, or settled rebellion.

The warnings are not enemies of assurance. They are among God's means of preserving a watchful  
church.  A child  who belongs  to  a  good Father does  not  interpret  every  warning as  proof  of  
rejection; the warning itself may be fatherly care. The presumptuous person hates warning because 
it threatens the idol of autonomy. The assured believer can receive warning and run more quickly  
to Christ. This is why “once saved, always saved” becomes dangerous when it is reduced to “once I  
performed the right conversion act, no future posture toward Christ matters.” Biblical assurance  
is not confidence in a transaction detached from the living Savior.

Final  judgment  must  also  be  held  together  with  justification  by  faith.  The  New  Testament 
repeatedly teaches judgment according to works (Matthew 16:27;  Romans 2:6-11; 2 Corinthians 
5:10; Revelation 20:11-15). Jesus' picture of sheep and goats in Matthew 25 includes concrete acts of 
mercy. James warns that judgment is without mercy to the one who has not shown mercy (James 
2:13).  Do  these  texts  contradict  justification  apart  from  works?  No.  Works  function  in  final  
judgment as public evidence of allegiance and the fruit of grace, not as a second atoning ground  
alongside Christ. The same New Testament that excludes boasting in works insists that the tree is  
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known  by  its  fruit.  Judgment  according  to  works  unmasks  the  reality  of  faith;  it  does  not 
announce that Christ's blood was insufficient.

This should make both liberals and conservatives uncomfortable in the right way. Progressive  
Christians cannot use “grace” to erase explicit biblical calls to holiness. Conservative Christians  
cannot use doctrinal correctness,  sexual morality,  political  positions,  or public  piety to excuse  
greed, cruelty, racism, tribalism, dishonesty, exploitation, or lovelessness. The fruit God examines  
is not the narrow set of sins our subculture finds easiest to condemn. It is the whole life under the 
lordship of Christ.

Glorification is the completion toward which salvation moves. Those justified will be glorified 
(Romans  8:30).  Christ  will  transform  believers'  lowly  bodies  to  be  like  His  glorious  body  
(Philippians 3:20-21). First Corinthians 15 describes the perishable putting on imperishability and 
mortality  putting  on  immortality  (1  Corinthians  15:50-57).  Revelation  ends  not  with  souls 
escaping creation but with new heavens and new earth, God dwelling with His people, death  
abolished, tears wiped away, and the curse removed (Revelation 21:1-5; 22:1-5). Christian salvation 
is therefore larger than private forgiveness without ever becoming less than reconciliation of the 
individual sinner to God.

The Blessed Hope belongs here as pastoral culmination. The church waits for the appearing of 
Christ, not for human civilization to perfect itself. Titus joins grace, holy living, and waiting for  
“the  blessed  hope”  in  one  movement  (Titus  2:11-14).  Within  the  author's  pre-tribulation 
understanding, the catching away of the church is a comfort and summons to readiness, not a  
license for prediction. No date is required. The moral logic is enough: the One who saved us will  
complete what He began. The believer therefore does not prepare for Christ by panic, conspiracy  
fascination,  or  withdrawal  from  vocation.  He  prepares  by  faithfulness,  purity,  witness,  love,  
endurance, and hopeful expectation.

2.11 Works Cannot Save, but Saving Faith Is 
Not Barren
The apparent tension between Paul and James has produced centuries of debate, and false teachers 
still  exploit  it  in opposite  directions.  Legalists  cite James to say,  “Faith is  not enough; works  
complete  the  basis  on  which  God  accepts  you.”  Antinomians  cite  Paul  to  say,  “Works  are  
irrelevant; any concern with obedience denies grace.” Both readings fail because they force the 
apostles to answer questions they were not asking.

Paul's target is boasting before God. Ephesians 2:8-9 says salvation is by grace through faith, not 
from ourselves, “not from works, so that no one can boast.” Romans 3:28 says a person is justified 
by faith apart from works of the law.  Romans 4 contrasts the wage owed to a worker with the 
righteousness credited to the one who believes in the God who justifies the ungodly. Galatians  
opposes any attempt to add law observance as a condition of justification (Galatians 2:16; 5:1-6). 
Paul's concern is the ground and instrument of the justifying verdict. Human works contribute  
no merit.

James confronts a different danger: empty profession. “What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if  
someone claims to have faith but does not have works? Can such faith save him?” (James 2:14). 
The wording matters. James does not say a living faith is inadequate until meritorious works are  
added.  He  asks  whether  a  claimed  faith  that  remains  barren  is  actually  saving  faith.  His 
illustrations make the point. Pious words to a hungry brother or sister without practical help are  
dead. Demonic orthodoxy knows true propositions without loving God. Abraham's faith is shown 
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to  be  real  through  costly  obedience.  Rahab's  faith  manifests  itself  in  allegiance  that  risks 
something (James 2:15-26).

When James says a person is “justified by works and not by faith alone” ( James 2:24), the word 
“justify” is functioning in a demonstrative or vindicatory sense within the argument: works show  
the reality of professed faith. Paul can use the same Abraham narrative at an earlier point to  
establish that Abraham was counted righteous by faith before the work of offering Isaac (Romans 
4:1-5; Genesis 15:6), while James uses the later offering of Isaac to show faith completed or brought 
to maturity in obedience (James 2:21-23; Genesis 22). The two apostles are not enemies. Paul rejects 
works as the root of justification; James rejects a “faith” that has no fruit.

Ephesians itself prevents the antinomian misuse of Paul because verse 10 follows verses 8-9: “For 
we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared ahead of  
time for us to do” (Ephesians 2:10). The salvation that is “not from works” creates people “for 
good works.” Titus makes the same pattern explicit. God saves not by works of righteousness we 
had done (Titus 3:5), yet those who have believed God are to devote themselves to good works 
(Titus 3:8). Grace excludes merit and generates obedience.

Jesus' teaching fits the same pattern. “You will recognize them by their fruit” (Matthew 7:16) does 
not mean fruit purchases the tree's life. The fruit reveals the tree. “Only the one who does the will 
of my Father” enters the kingdom in Matthew 7:21, but the rejected workers themselves appeal to 
impressive deeds. Their problem is not insufficient résumé; it is lawlessness and absence of saving  
relationship with Christ. Matthew 25's works of mercy similarly manifest the reality of allegiance 
to the King. The sheep do not present a calculated merit system; their lives show a transformed  
relation to the King's people.

A common objection says this makes assurance impossible because no one knows whether he or  
she has  enough fruit.  That concern is  legitimate whenever fruit is  made the first or ultimate  
ground of assurance. Chapter 15 will treat assurance comprehensively, but the order must already 
be clear. Assurance rests first in Christ's person, promise, cross, resurrection, and intercession. The  
believer looks outward to Christ before looking inward for evidence. Yet Scripture also invites 
believers  to  see  the  Spirit's  fruit,  love  for  the  brothers  and sisters,  confession  of  Christ,  and 
growing obedience as confirming signs (1 John 2:3-6; 3:14; 4:13-15; 5:13). Evidence supports assurance; 
it does not replace the Savior.

Another  objection  says  that  emphasizing  fruit  creates  hypocrisy  because  people  will  perform  
visible works to prove salvation. That danger is real. Jesus condemns religious works done “to be 
seen by people” (Matthew 6:1).  The solution is  not barrenness  but secrecy,  sincerity,  and love. 
Much genuine fruit is ordinary and invisible to public platforms: forgiving an enemy, refusing a  
bribe, caring patiently for an ill parent, breaking off an adulterous conversation, repaying stolen  
money, telling the truth when lying would protect reputation, praying in secret, serving a small  
church faithfully, seeking help for an addiction, apologizing to a child, or continuing to trust  
God through suffering. The kingdom's fruit cannot be measured by followers, wealth, applause, 
or ministry scale.

Works also cannot be selectively defined. A Christian may congratulate himself for sexual purity 
while crushing employees.  Another may celebrate generosity while harboring racism or tribal 
hatred. Another may champion justice while practicing sexual immorality. Another may defend 
orthodox  doctrine  while  lying  habitually.  Another  may  abstain  from  alcohol  while  being 
enslaved to pride. The Spirit produces a whole character, not a partisan moral brand. Chapters 6 
through 13 will examine particular testing grounds precisely because false assurance thrives when  
people choose the sins that flatter their tribe and ignore the sins that expose them.

The gospel response to fruitlessness is not to begin manufacturing fruit in panic as though apples  
taped onto a dead tree can create life. It is to go to the root. Do you know Christ? Are you trusting  
Him? Are you confessing known sin? Are you resisting the Spirit?  Have you substituted a past  
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decision for present faith? Have you substituted strictness for grace? The answer to dead faith is  
not better performance but genuine conversion. The answer to weak fruit in a living believer is  
not condemnation but abiding: “Remain in me, and I in you” (John 15:4). The branch bears fruit 
because it is joined to the vine.

The entire  doctrine  of  salvation can therefore  be  summarized  without  contradiction.  Works 
cannot save. Christ saves. Repentance does not atone. Christ atones. Faith does not earn. Faith 
receives.  Justification  is  not  moral  improvement.  It  is  God's  gracious  verdict  in  Christ.  
Regeneration is not self-awakening. It is life from the Spirit. Sanctification is not the price of  
adoption. It is the family likeness of adopted children. Perseverance is not self-preservation. It is  
continuing  faith  sustained  by  preserving grace.  Final  judgment  according to  works  does  not 
replace the cross. It reveals publicly what kind of faith a life embodied. Glorification is not human 
evolution into deity. It is the Creator completing His redemption of creatures in union with the 
risen Son.

Conclusion: Saved by Christ, Changed by 
Grace, Kept for Glory
What  does  it  actually  mean  to  be  saved?  It  means  far  more  than having  once  felt  religious  
emotion,  adopted  Christian  language,  joined  a  church,  improved  one's  behavior,  prayed  a 
formula, embraced conservative morals, received a sacrament, experienced deliverance, or agreed  
that Jesus existed. It means that the holy God has acted in grace toward sinners who could not 
save themselves. The Father purposed redemption. The eternal Son became truly human without 
ceasing to be God, obeyed where Adam failed, bore sin and judgment at the cross, rose bodily  
from the grave, reigns as Lord, intercedes for His people, and will return as King and Judge. The  
Holy Spirit gives new birth, unites believers to Christ, indwells and seals them, produces holiness,  
and preserves them through a persevering faith that looks to Christ.

This  salvation destroys  both human boasting and human despair.  The moralist  cannot boast  
because  goodness  cannot  atone.  The  religious  person  cannot  boast  because  ritual  cannot 
regenerate. The theologian cannot boast because knowledge cannot justify. The activist cannot 
boast because justice work cannot reconcile the heart to God. The mystic cannot boast because  
experience cannot erase guilt. The wealthy cannot buy grace. The poor cannot claim poverty as  
merit.  The wounded cannot turn suffering into righteousness.  The ashamed need not despair 
because the cross is sufficient. The addict need not despair because regeneration and sanctification 
are  real.  The  criminal  who repents  need  not  conclude  that  mercy  is  reserved  for  respectable  
sinners. The respectable sinner must stop imagining that mercy is only for people worse than him.

The  chapter  has  also  exposed  why  counterfeit  spiritualities  can  sound  so  attractive.  “You  are 
already  divine”  flatters  more  quickly  than  “you  must  be  born again.”  “Awaken  your  Christ  
consciousness” sounds less offensive than “repent and believe.” “Manifest your reality” gives the  
self more control than “not my will, but yours.” “All paths lead to the same source” feels more  
socially  peaceful  than “there  is  salvation in  no one  else.”  “The  resurrection happens  within” 
requires less surrender than worship of a Lord who physically rose and will judge the world. Yet a 
gospel that never needs the cross cannot solve the problem the cross addresses.

At the same time, Christian orthodoxy can itself become false assurance if it remains only on 
paper.  One  may  correctly  define  justification  and  still  trust  self.  One  may  defend  penal  
substitution and secretly cherish sin.  One may refute New Age spirituality and be enslaved to 
money. One may affirm bodily resurrection and live as though this age is all that matters. One  
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may preach regeneration while hiding an unregenerate heart. The sword must turn inward. The 
doctrinal question “What is salvation?” becomes the personal question “Where is my hope?”

Do not answer by searching first for a dramatic testimony. Do not answer by comparing yourself  
with the worst person you know. Do not answer by counting years in church. Do not answer by 
listing  sacrifices.  Come to  Christ.  If  the  Spirit  is  exposing  sin,  do  not  rename conviction as 
negativity.  Confess.  If  you have harmed someone,  pursue truthful  repentance and appropriate 
restitution. If you are trapped in an addictive pattern, bring it into accountable light and use every 
wise means of care. If church abuse distorted your view of God, do not confuse the abuser with 
Christ. If legalism taught you to earn love, hear the gospel: justification is a gift. If cheap grace  
taught you to protect rebellion, hear the gospel: the Savior is Lord.

For the sensitive believer, the answer is not endless introspection. Your salvation is not finally  
secured by your ability to inspect yourself correctly. Look to the crucified and risen Christ. He 
receives those who come to Him (John 6:37). He is able to save completely those who come to God 
through Him because He always lives to intercede for them (Hebrews 7:25). Confess known sin, 
receive correction, pursue holiness, but do not make your fluctuating emotions a higher court  
than His promise.

For the presumptuous believer, the answer is not sentimental reassurance. If you have made peace  
with sin, if Christ's warnings only irritate you, if you want forgiveness without lordship, if there is  
no repentance, no spiritual hunger, no love for truth, and no fruit over time, do not hide behind 
a date, prayer, baptism, title, or doctrine. Examine yourself.  False peace is too expensive when 
eternity is at stake. The purpose of the warning is not to drive you into despair but to drive you out  
of refuge in anything except Christ.

The Blessed Hope now comes into focus. Salvation will not remain unfinished forever. The Lord 
who justified His people will raise and glorify them. The church's future is not absorption into  
cosmic consciousness, technological immortality, or escape into disembodied spirit. It is Christ:  
seeing Him, being made like Him, dwelling with Him, and sharing in the resurrection life He has 
already inaugurated (1 John 3:2-3; Philippians 3:20-21). The proper response is readiness, not panic. 
Grace trains us to renounce godlessness while we wait for His appearing (Titus 2:11-14).

The gospel therefore leaves no room for boasting and no need for hopelessness. You cannot save  
yourself. You do not need to. Christ is a sufficient Savior. Turn from every rival refuge and trust 
Him. Then walk in the new life His grace creates, not to make Him accept you, but because in 
Him you have been received. The broad road offers many forms of salvation without a Savior. The  
narrow road is not a technique. It is a Person. Jesus Christ is the way, the truth, and the life ( John 
14:6).
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