
THE
CHURCH

JESUS BUILT

© 1999 United Church of God, an Intern ational A s s o c i at i o n
All Rights Reserve d. Printed in U. S.A. Scri p t u res in this booklet are quoted from the 

N ew King James Ve rsion (© 1988 Thomas Nelson, I n c. ,p u bl i s h e rs) unless otherwise noted.



I n t ro d u c t i o n

C h ri s t i a n i t y ’s bew i l d e ring va riety of customs and teachings fa i t h f u l ly
rep resents those of Jesus Chri s t ?

R e m e m b e r, Jesus not only promised He would build His Church ,
but He assured His disciples that His Church would not perish. Is the
d ivided Christianity we see around us that Church? Only the Holy
S c ri p t u res can provide a re l i able answer to this question.

If Chri s t ’s promise that “the gates of Hades shall not preva i l ”
against His Church should be considered a guarantee that those wh o
b e l i eve on His name could never be misled or corru p t e d, then we
would have eve ry reason to accept the collective sum of the va ri o u s
d ivisions of Christianity as the Church that Jesus bu i l t .

But He guaranteed no such thing. Instead, He wa rned His disciples
t h at “ false ch rists and false prophets will rise and show signs and
wo n d e rs to d e c e ive, if possibl e, even the elect” ( M a rk 13:22, e m p h a-
sis added throughout). Later the apostle Paul ex p ressed his concern 
to Christians in his day that their minds could be “ c o rrupted from 
the simplicity that is in Chri s t ” by the pre a ching of “ false ap o s t l e s ”
(2 Corinthians 11:3, 1 3 ) .

Jesus spoke even more plainly, explaining that “ n a rrow is the gat e
and d i fficult is the way wh i ch leads to life, and t h e re are few who fin d
i t . B ewa re of false pro p h e t s , who come to you in sheep ’s cl o t h i n g, bu t
i n wa rd ly they are ravenous wo l ves. You will know them by their
f ru i t s ” ( M at t h ew 7:14-16).

In these pages we examine the fruits Jesus and His apostles said
would identify His Church. We look at the contrasting fruits that iden-
tify those who are influenced by a diffe rent spirit and pre a ch a diffe r-
ent gospel. We will learn , not from human tradition or opinion bu t
d i re c t ly from God’s Wo rd, h ow we can distinguish “the ch u rch of the
l iving God” (1 Ti m o t hy 3:15) from those who fo l l ow “ false pro p h e t s ”
in sheep ’s cl o t h i n g.
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I n t ro d u c t i o n
“ . . . I write so that you may know how you ought

to conduct yourself in . . . the church of the living God,
the pillar and ground of the truth” (1 Timothy 3:15).

Jesus Christ pro cl a i m e d, almost 2,000 ye a rs ago , “I will build My
ch u rch .” He decl a red that His Church would never die out, p ro m i s i n g
t h at “the gates of Hades [the grave] shall not prevail against it” ( M at-
t h ew 16:18). He assured His disciples that He would guide and pre-
s e rve His Church until His re t u rn , p romising them, “I am with yo u
a lway s , even to the end of the age ” ( M at t h ew 28:20).

Wh at happened to the Church Jesus built? An eyewitness tells us
t h at , i m m e d i at e ly after Christ ascended into heaven after His re s u rre c-
t i o n , His apostles “ went out and pre a ched eve ry wh e re, the Lord
wo rking with them and confirming the wo rd through the accompany-
ing signs” ( M a rk 16:20). The Church had a powerful begi n n i n g.

Millions of people pro fess Christianity; they claim to be members
of the Church Jesus fo u n d e d. But Christianity is a divided re l i gi o n ,
composed of hundreds of denominations and schisms. Th rough the
c e n t u ri e s , most of Chri s t i a n i t y ’s bra n ches have assimilated many non-
b i blical tra d i t i o n s — p h i l o s o p h i c a l , c u l t u ral and re l i gious—into their
t e a chings and pra c t i c e s , s p awning even more va ri at i o n s .

H ow can we account for the explosion of contra d i c t o ry pra c t i c e s
and conflicting factions in the wo rld of Christianity? Is it possible to
reconcile competing denominational groups with the standards and
o b j e c t ives Christ established for His Church? Can we know wh e t h e r
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For clarity throughout this booklet, the word C h u rc h (with a capital C)
refers to the faithful Church that Jesus Christ founded. The word c h u rc h
(with a small c) refers to local groups of believers or other physical org a n i-
zations. Since c h u rc h is not capitalized in the Bible translations quoted, all
scriptural quotations—whether re f e rring to the Body of Christ or a local
c o n g regation—use c h u rc h with a small c .
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h ave the Spirit of Chri s t , he is not His. And if Christ is in yo u , t h e
b o dy is dead [symbolically] because of sin, but the Spirit is life
because of ri g h t e o u s n e s s ” (Romans 8:9-10).

Th rough the dwelling of the Holy Spirit in Chri s t i a n s , Je s u s
C h rist and God the Father active ly part i c i p ate in their lives to
s t rengthen and inspire them in their obedience and service to God
(Philippians 2:12-13).

Th e re fo re, the Church began when Chri s t ’s apostles re c e ived the
H o ly Spiri t , just as He had promised (Acts 2:1-4). The Spirit of God
i n s t a n t ly tra n s fo rmed them. Eve ryone who heard them re a l i zed they
had re c e ived special inspiration and power from God.

The apostles at once began pre a ching—to those gat h e red in the
temple area in Je rusalem on that Day of Pe n t e c o s t — t h at Jesus of
N a z a reth was the long-awaited Messiah (or, in Gre e k , the Chri s t )
(Acts 2:36). Th ey urged their listeners to repent and be bap t i zed in 
the name of Jesus (ve rse 38). By the end of that day “ about thre e
thousand souls we re add e d ” to the Church (ve rse 41).

The Church that Jesus had promised to build had begun! Its mem-
b e rs we re repentant people who “ g l a d ly re c e ive d ” the truth of God
( ve rse 41) and we re bap t i zed—symbolizing their acceptance of the
s a c ri ficial death of Christ for fo rgiveness of their sins and bu rial of
their old, sinful way s .

The biblical view of the Churc h

As we examine the Church Jesus bu i l t , we see how the wo rd
ch u rch is used in the Bibl e. Th roughout the Scri p t u res ch u rch a n d
c o n gregation re fer to people, n ever to a bu i l d i n g. The Church (the
B o dy of Christ) or the ch u rch (a congregation of members of the
C h u rch) is made up of people called to fo l l ow Jesus Chri s t .

The concept of people assembling to learn the teachings of God 
is embedded in the writings of the Old and New Testaments. It is
cl o s e ly associated with one of the Ten Commandments, the law 
c o n c e rning the Sabb at h .

D u ring times of ge n e ral obedience to God, the ancient Isra e l i t e s
a s s e m bled eve ry Sabb ath as a congregation. The seve n t h - d ay 
S abb ath (defined in the Bible as lasting from Fri d ay evening until
S at u rd ay evening) is a “ h o ly convo c ation”—a sacred assembly. God
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A People 
Special to God
“But you are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood,
a holy nation, His own special people, that you may
p roclaim the praises of Him who called you out of
darkness into His marvelous light; who once were not
a people but are now the people of God, who had 
not obtained mercy but now have obtained mercy” 
(1 Peter 2:9-10).

Jesus Christ founded the New Testament Church , a spiri t u a l ly tra n s-
fo rmed body of believe rs , in the city of Je rusalem on the biblical fe s t i-
val of Pentecost ex a c t ly 50 days after Je s u s ’ re s u rrection from the dead.

B e t ween the time of His re s u rrection and the founding of His
C h u rch , C h rist ap p e a red to His apostles for 40 day s , f u rther enlight-
ening them concerning the nat u re of the coming Kingdom of God
(Acts 1:3). During that time “He commanded them not to dep a rt fro m
Je ru s a l e m , but to wait for the Promise of the Fat h e r ” ( ve rse 4). He
explained to them: “ . . . You shall re c e ive power when the Holy Spiri t
has come upon you; and you shall be witnesses to Me in Je ru s a l e m ,
and in all Judea and Samari a , and to the end of the eart h ” ( ve rse 8).

L ater He inspired the apostle Paul to explain the crucial impor-
tance of the re c e iving of the Holy Spirit in the process of becoming 
a tru ly conve rted member of His Church : “ N ow if anyone does not
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The apostle Paul explained that “ Jesus Christ . . . gave Himself 
for us, t h at He might . . . purify for Himself His own special people,
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o rdained that “six days shall wo rk be done, but the seventh day is 
a Sabb ath of solemn re s t , a holy convo c at i o n ” ( L eviticus 23:3). Th e
N ew Intern ational Ve rsion tra n s l ates the same ve rs e : “ The seve n t h
d ay is a Sabb ath of re s t , a day of sacred assembly.”

The equivalent concept—a congregation of disciples assembl i n g
to learn God’s Wo rd — was practiced by the earliest Chri s t i a n s .
Notice Acts 11:26: “So it was that for a whole year they [two ap o s-
t l e s , B a rn abas and Saul] assembled with the ch u rch and taught a
gre at many people. And the disciples [Greek m at h e t e s , l e a rn e rs or
pupils] we re first called Christians in A n t i o ch .”

The Church , t h e n , is comprised of disciples or students of Je s u s
C h rist who convene to re c e ive God’s instru c t i o n .

The Bible is the textbook for these students of Christ. Pa u l
explains that “all Scri p t u re is given by inspiration of God, and is pro f-
i t able . . . for instruction in ri g h t e o u s n e s s , t h at the man of God may
be complete, t h o ro u g h ly equipped for eve ry good wo rk ” (2 Ti m o t hy
3 : 1 6 - 1 7 ) .

The teach e rs are the duly appointed elders of Jesus Christ who 
p re a ch God’s Wo rd (Romans 10:14-15; 2 Ti m o t hy 4:2). God holds them
a c c o u n t able for “ ri g h t ly dividing the wo rd of tru t h ” (2 Ti m o t hy 2:15)
and for “being examples to the flo ck ” (1 Peter 5:3; 1 Ti m o t hy 3:2-7).

The Church , h oweve r, is far more than just a spiritual assembly 
of students who gather to be instructed for their own benefit .

The special people of God

The Church of God can best be described as the special people 
of God, called and chosen by Him to re c e ive salvation (eternal life) 
as the ch i l d ren of God. Their hope and future are insep a rably tied to
the re t u rn of Jesus Chri s t .

God calls—invites—people from all walks of life to become His
s e rvants. The apostle Pa u l , h oweve r, o b s e rved that the proud and
p owerful ra re ly repent and become members of the Church (1 Cori n-
thians 1:26-29). Th ey tend to be more reluctant to fo rs a ke the sinful
ways of the wo rl d.

Those who willingly respond to God’s call are sealed as His holy
people by re c e iving His Spirit (Ephesians 1:13). The Bible fre q u e n t ly
re fe rs to them as the saints ( h o ly people) or the ri g h t e o u s .
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The Holman Bible Dictionary, in its
a rticle “Church,” explains the back-
g round of the word c h u rc h :

“ C h u rch is the English translation
of the Greek word ekklesia. The use of
the Greek term prior to the emerg e n c e
of the Christian church is important 
as two streams of meaning flow fro m
the history of its usage into the New
Testament understanding of churc h .

“First, the Greek term which basi-
cally means ‘called out’ was com-
monly used to indicate an a s s e m b l y
of citizens of a Greek city and is so
used in Acts 19:32, 39. The citizens
who were quite conscious of their
privileged status over against slaves
and noncitizens were called to the
assembly by a herald and dealt . . .
with matters of common concern .
When the early Christians under-
stood themselves as constituting a
c h u rch, no doubt exists that they per-
ceived themselves as called out b y
God in Jesus Christ for a special pur-
p o s e and that their status was a privi-
leged one in Jesus Christ (Eph. 2:19).

“Second, the Greek term was
used more than one hundred times
in the Greek translation of the Old
Testament in common use in the
time of Jesus. The Hebrew term
(q a h a l) meant simply ‘assembly’ and
could be used in a variety of ways,
re f e rring for example to an assem-

bling of prophets (1 Sam. 19:20), 
soldiers (Num. 22:4), or the people 
of God (Deut. 9:10). The use of the
t e rm in the Old Testament in re f e r-
ring to the people of God is impor-
tant for understanding the term
‘ c h u rch’ in the New Te s t a m e n t .

“The first Christians were Jews
who used the Greek translation of
the Old Testament. For them to use a
self-designation that was common in
the Old Testament for the people of
God reveals their understanding of
the continuity that links the Old and
New Testaments. The early Christians
understood themselves as the people
of the God who had revealed Himself
in the Old Testament (Heb. 1:1-2), as
the true children of Israel (Rom. 2:28-
29) with Abraham as their father
(Rom. 4:1-25), and as the people of
the New Covenant prophesied in the
Old Testament (Heb. 8:1-13).

“As a consequence of this bro a d
b a c k g round of meaning in the Gre e k
and Old Testament worlds, the term
‘ c h u rch’ is used in the New Te s t a m e n t
of a local congregation of c a l l e d - o u t
C h r i s t i a n s , such as the ‘church of God
which is at Corinth’ (1 Cor. 1:2), and
also of the entire people of God, such
as in the aff i rmation that Christ is ‘the
head over all things to the churc h ,
Which is his body’ (Eph. 1:22-23)”
(emphasis added).

The Historical Background 
of the Te rm C h u rc h
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A b ra h a m , C h rist and the Church. The New Testament begins by
reminding us that Jesus is “the Son of Dav i d, the Son of A b ra h a m ”
( M at t h ew 1:1)

Why was A b raham such a significant fig u re in the Bibl e ?
A b ra h a m , who lived almost 2,000 ye a rs befo re Jesus Chri s t , wa s

the pat ri a rch of the people of Israel through his gra n d s o n , Ja c o b,
whose name God ch a n ged to Israel. We read of A b raham as “ t h e
father of all those who believe ” (Isaiah 51:1-2; Romans 4:1, 1 1 - 1 2 ) .
He shines as an example of obedience to and faith in God. Because of
his obedience, God gave him a promise—a sacred cove n a n t — t h at he
would be the father of a gre at nation (Genesis 13:16; 15:5; 17:2-6).

G o d ’s promise to A b raham invo l ved mu ch more than the pro m i s e
of many descendants. The apostle Peter reminded his Jewish country-
men of the importance of God’s promise to A b raham. “ You are sons
of the pro p h e t s , and of the covenant wh i ch God made with our
fat h e rs , s aying to A b ra h a m , ‘And in your seed all the families of the
e a rth shall be bl e s s e d’” (Acts 3:25; Genesis 22:18).

The apostle Paul explained that the promised “ S e e d ” in the ulti-
m at e, s p i ritual sense is Jesus Chri s t , the Savior of mankind: “ N ow 
to A b raham and his Seed we re the promises made. He does not say,
‘And to seeds,’as of many, but as of one, ‘And to your Seed,’who is
C h ri s t ” ( G a l atians 3:16).

The spiritual heirs of Abraham

O n ly through Christ can anyone claim the eternal inheri t a n c e
p romised to A b ra h a m ’s seed. “And if you are Chri s t ’s , then you are
[also] A b ra h a m ’s seed, and heirs according to the pro m i s e ” ( G a l a-
tians 3:29).

C h ri s t i a n s , those comprising the New Testament Church , a re A b ra-
h a m ’s s p i ritual descendants. Th ey are the heirs of the eternal inheri-
tance promised to A b raham. This concept must be clear in our minds
if we are to fully ap p re c i ate the bibl i c a l ly defined and sanctioned ro l e
of the Church that Jesus Christ bu i l t .

One might ask: A re all of A b ra h a m ’s physical descendants—all
descendants of the tribes of Isra e l — i n cluded in the seed that is the
C h u rch ?

Notice how Jesus handles this question when confronted by some
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zealous for good wo rk s ” ( Titus 2:11-14).
The apostle Peter likewise calls members of the Church “a ch o-

sen ge n e rat i o n , a royal pri e s t h o o d, a holy nat i o n , [ G o d ’s] own spe-
cial people . . . who once we re not a people but are now the people
of God, who had not obtained mercy but now have obtained mercy ”
(1 Peter 2:9-10).

C h ristians are special to God in the sense that they are ch e ri s h e d
for their faith and obedience (Ephesians 5:24, 29)—not because
God rega rds them as inhere n t ly more wo rt hy than others (Romans
2:11; 3:23).

The idea of a special people, chosen to be the servants of God,
is not unique in Scri p t u re to the Christian era. God inspired the
i n t roduction of the concept in the earliest pages of the Bibl e.

Since His cre ation of Adam and Eve, God has wo rked with peo-
p l e. Between the time of our first parents and the first ap p e a rance of
Jesus Chri s t , God called and wo rked with many men and wo m e n ,
i n cluding the pro p h e t s .

God counts the prophets among His special people. Jesus spoke
of a time when “A b raham and Isaac and Jacob and all the pro p h e t s
[will be] in the kingdom of God” ( L u ke 13:28). The Church itself 
is “ built on the fo u n d ation of the apostles and pro p h e t s , Jesus Chri s t
Himself being the chief corn e rs t o n e ” (Ephesians 2:20).

H eb rews 11 explains why certain outstanding people in the Old
Testament we re special to God. The traits they held in common
we re their obedience and their unshakable faith in their Cre at o r.

The earliest roots of the Churc h

Ancient Israel was also God’s holy people. Moses told the Isra e l-
i t e s , “ For you are a holy people to the LO R D your God, and the LO R D

has chosen you to be a people for Himself, a special tre a s u re ab ove
all the peoples who are on the face of the eart h ” ( D e u t e ro n o my
14:2). Th ey we re God’s “ c o n gregat i o n ” (Acts 7:38) or “ ch u rch ”
(King James Ve rs i o n ) .

God promised A b ra h a m , mentioned in the first book of the Bibl e
even befo re the existence of Israel as a nation (Genesis 12:1-3; Gala-
tians 3:29), t h at he would be the father of a special, chosen people.

The Bible describes the ex t ra o rd i n a ry re l ationship between 
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wh o , although descended from A b ra h a m , rejected Jesus as the Mes-
s i a h : “ Th ey answe red and said to Him, ‘A b raham is our fat h e r.’Je s u s
said to them, ‘If you we re A b ra h a m ’s ch i l d re n , you would do the
wo rks of A b ra h a m’” ( John 8:39).

Not all of A b ra h a m ’s physical descendants fo l l owed his ex a m p l e
of faithfulness and obedience. Paul ex p l a i n e d, “ . . . I have gre at sor-
row and continual grief in my heart. For I could wish that I my s e l f
we re accursed from Christ for my bre t h re n , my countrymen accord-
ing to the fle s h , who are Isra e l i t e s , to whom pertain the adoption [as
G o d ’s ch i l d re n ] , the glory, the cove n a n t s , the giving of the law, t h e
s e rvice of God, and the pro m i s e s ” (Romans 9:1-4).

Paul explains that more is re q u i red to be counted among “the 
ch i l d ren of pro m i s e ” than being phy s i c a l ly descended from A b ra h a m .
“ For they are not all Israel who are of Isra e l , nor are they all ch i l d re n
because they are the seed of A b raham . . . Those who are the ch i l d re n
of the fle s h , these are not the ch i l d ren of God; but the ch i l d ren of the
p romise are counted as the seed [of A b ra h a m ] ” ( ve rses 6-8).

Israel and circumcision re d e fin e d

Two things stand out in these wo rds of Jesus and Paul. Fi rs t , o n ly
those who are the “ ch i l d ren of pro m i s e,” those who “do the wo rks of
A b ra h a m ,” a re considered to be A b ra h a m ’s spiritual seed as members
of the Church Jesus built. Second, those in the Church are also rega rd e d
as the adopted ch i l d ren of God. Th e re fo re the Church is the “ I s rael of
G o d ” ( G a l atians 6:16), the heirs of salvat i o n .

Paul explains why the spiritual heirs of God’s Kingdom take pre c e-
dence over the physical descendants of A b raham as the recipients of
s a l vat i o n : “ For circumcision [the ancient sign of the covenant with
A b ra h a m ’s physical descendants] is indeed pro fit able if you ke ep 
the law; but if you are a bre a ker of the law, your circumcision has
become uncirc u m c i s i o n ” (Romans 2:25). Disobedience nu l l i fies the
value of physical circ u m c i s i o n .

“ Th e re fo re, if an uncircumcised man ke eps the righteous re q u i re-
ments of the law, will not his uncircumcision be counted as cir-
cumcision? And will not the phy s i c a l ly uncirc u m c i s e d, if he fulfil l s
the law, j u d ge you wh o , even with your written code and circ u m c i-
s i o n , a re a tra n s gressor of the law ? ” ( ve rses 26-27). People who 
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The International Standard Bible
E n c y c l o p e d i a gives this view of the
usage of c h u rc h in Greek and English:
“ T h e o l o g i c a l l y, there is only one
C h u rch, for Christians are now fellow
citizens of the saints and of the house-
hold of God, built upon the founda-
tion of the apostles and pro p h e t s . ”

The New Unger’s Bible Dictionary
explains the ways c h u rc h is used in
English: “The word c h u rc h i s
employed to express various ideas,
some of which are scriptural, others
not. It may be used to signify: (1) The
e n t i re body of those who are saved
by their relation to Christ. (2) A part i c-
ular Christian denomination. (3) The
a g g regate of all the ecclesiastical
communions, professing faith in
Christ. (4) A single organized Christian
g roup. (5) A building designated for
Christian worship.”

In contrast, the Holman Bible Dic-
t i o n a ry summarizes the biblical usage
of the word: “Church is the term used
in the New Testament most fre q u e n t l y
to describe a group of persons pro-
fessing trust in Jesus Christ, meeting
together to worship Him, and seeking
to enlist others to become His follow-
ers.” This re s o u rce correctly defin e s
c h u rc h as a group of people.

The Interpre t e r’s Dictionary of 
the Bible describes in some detail the
usage of c h u rc h in the New Te s t a m e n t :

“For that reality which is desig-
nated in English most commonly by
the word ‘church,’ there are in the NT

many diverse terms, each with its own
etymological and theological history.
Each term conveys in varying contexts
a large cluster of shifting connotations
and associations.

“In contemporary English usage,
‘ c h u rch’ as a word dominates the
ecclesiological vocabulary. It comes
t h rough German and Latin from the
G reek k y r i a k o n , which means ‘that
which belongs to the Lord.’ In NT
G reek, ekklesia (almost always 
translated in English by ‘church’) 
is by no means so dominating or
central a term .

“Of the 112 appearances of e c c l e-
s i a [Latin spelling] in the NT, 90 per
cent are found in Paul’s letters, the
book of Acts, and Revelation. Fro m
ten books (Mark, Luke, John, II Ti m o-
t h y, Titus, I-II Peter, I-II John, and Jude)
this word is absent.

“ E c c l e s i a was used primarily to des-
ignate a particular communal re a l i t y,
not to describe its qualitative aspects.
W h e re the distinctive qualities and
dimensions of community life were
intended, other terms proved more
flexible and evocative.

“In comparison with these other
t e rms, e c c l e s i a was relatively neutral
and colorless, conveying by itself little
theological meaning. It was open to
use, without basic shift in meaning, 
by unbelievers as well as by believers.
Even among those writers who made
wide use of ecclesia, other terms were
m o re expressive of the reality at hand.”

How the Wo rd C h u rch 
is Used in Greek and English
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s t ro n g h o l d s , casting down arguments and eve ry high thing that ex a l t s
itself against the know l e d ge of God, b ri n ging eve ry thought into cap-
t ivity to the obedience of Chri s t , and being re a dy to punish all dis-
obedience when yo u r obedience is fulfil l e d ” (2 Corinthians 10:4-6).

G o d ’s people are special to Him because they, l i ke A b ra h a m , t ru s t
Him and wh o l e h e a rt e d ly obey Him.

Grafted into the Israel of God
We have alre a dy seen that Paul rega rded the gentiles in the Church

as spiritual Jew s , even though they we re non-Israelite conve rts wh o
we re litera l ly uncirc u m c i s e d. As Chri s t i a n s , t h ey became an integra l
p a rt of “the Israel of God” ( G a l atians 6:16).

Wh at makes this re m a rk able re l ationship possible between ge n t i l e s
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a re accep t able to God ke ep His law s .
“ For he is not a Jew [in the context of the eternal inheri t a n c e

p romised to A b raham] who is one outwa rd ly, nor is circumcision that
wh i ch is outwa rd in the flesh; but he is a Jew who is one inwa rd ly ;
and circumcision is that of the heart , in the Spiri t , not in the letter;
whose praise is not from men but from God” ( ve rses 28-29).

The conclusion of the matter is that faith and obedience f rom 
the heart , not one’s physical pare n t age, a re essential to please God.
O n ly those who share A b ra h a m ’s heart — whose hearts are spiri t u a l ly 
c i rcumcised (Deutero n o my 30:6)—are the heirs of the spiri t u a l
p romises made to A b raham. For this reason salvation is ava i l able to
Jews and gentiles who are willing to be circumcised in the heart. It 
is the circumcision of the heart , not circumcision of the fle s h , t h at
i d e n t i fies the spiritual ch i l d ren of God.

G o d ’s obedient people

As we have alre a dy seen, God promised A b ra h a m : “ . . . In yo u r
seed all the nations of the earth shall be bl e s s e d ” (Genesis 26:4).
Notice that God chose him for this honor “because A b raham obeye d
My voice and kept My ch a rge, My commandments, My stat u t e s , a n d
My law s ” ( ve rse 5).

A b ra h a m ’s attitude of obedience, coupled with his complete fa i t h
in God, distinguished him as “the friend of God” ( James 2:23). “ Wa s
not our ancestor A b raham considered righteous for wh at he did wh e n
he offe red his son Isaac on the altar? You see that his faith and his
actions we re wo rking toge t h e r, and his faith was made complete by
wh at he did. And the scri p t u re was fulfilled that say s , ‘A b ra h a m
b e l i eved God, and it was credited to him as ri g h t e o u s n e s s ’ and he
was called G o d ’s fri e n d ” ( ve rses 21-23, N I V ) .

Things have n ’t ch a n ge d. Those who are God’s “special people”
still believe as well as obey God, just as A b raham did. Paul wrote 
to the ch u rch in Corinth about tests of fa i t h : “ For to this end I also
w ro t e, t h at I might put you to the test, whether you are obedient in all
t h i n g s ” (2 Corinthians 2:9).

Paul explains that one’s obedience, l i ke A b ra h a m ’s , must spri n g
f rom within—from the mind and the heart. “ For the we apons of 
our wa r fa re are not carnal but mighty in God for pulling dow n
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The exact relationship of the New
Testament C h u rc h ( G reek e k k l e s i a) to
the c o n g re g a t i o n of Israel in the Old
Testament can best be understood
when we learn the diff e rent interpre-
tations placed on the two Hebre w
w o rds for “congregation”: ’ e d a h
and q a h a l .

The Holman Bible Dictionary, in its
a rticle “Congregation,” explains that
these Hebrew words were used with
a significantly diff e rent meaning in
the days of Christ and the apostles.
“In the Greek Old Testament [the
S e p t u a g i n t] ’ e d a h was usually trans-
lated [into Greek as] s u n a g o g e , [ a n d ]
q a h a l [as] e k k l e s i a . In late Judaism
[the Greek word] s u n a g o g e d e p i c t e d
the actual Israelite people and [the
w o rd] e k k l e s i a the ideal elect of God
called to salvation. Hence [the Gre e k
w o rd] e k k l e s i a became the term for

the Christian congregation, the
c h u rch . . . There is a direct spiritual
continuity between the congre g a t i o n
of the Old Testament and the New
Testament Church. Significantly the
Christian community chose the Old
Testament term for the ideal people
of God called to salvation (e k k l e s i a) ,
rather than the term which described
all Israelites collectively (s u n a g o g e) . ”

This explains why the New Te s t a-
ment word for the Church, e k k l e s i a ,
refers only to those people, Jews and
gentiles, who are called by God to
receive salvation through Jesus Christ.
T h e re f o re the Church of God, the
t e rm most generally applied to God’s
people in English translations of the
New Testament, is the body of peo-
ple who are special to God because
they obey His Wo rd and accept His
Son, Jesus Christ, as the Messiah.

‘ C h u rch’ and ‘Congregation’ 
in the Scripture s



A People Special to God

[ c i rcumcised Isra e l i t e s ] , and with them became a part a ker of the ro o t
and fatness of the olive tre e ” (Romans 11:17).

Paul plainly shows that God’s inclusion of gentiles in His special
people does not mean He favo rs gentiles over Israelites. “ For if yo u
we re cut out of the olive tree wh i ch is wild by nat u re, and we re
grafted contra ry to nat u re into a cultivated olive tre e, h ow mu ch more
will these, who are nat u ral bra n ch e s , be grafted into their own olive
t re e ? ” ( ve rse 24).

God plays no favo rites. Jew and gentile alike enjoy access to
G o d ’s promises through Christ. “ Th e re is neither Jew nor Gre e k ,
t h e re is neither slave nor fre e, t h e re is neither male nor female; fo r
you are all one in Christ Je s u s ” ( G a l atians 3:28).

The special and holy people of God, l i ke A b ra h a m , a re obedient
people—selected from all nat i o n s — who have chosen not to live by
b read alone, “ but by eve ry wo rd that proceeds from the mouth of
G o d ” ( M at t h ew 4:4). Their trust in God comes from the heart and is
d e m o n s t rated by their obedient actions. God’s Spirit wo rks in them 
to produce faith and obedience, making them special to God.
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and spiritual Israel? Paul wrote to gentile conve rt s , “ Th e re fo re
remember that yo u , once Gentiles in the fle s h , . . . we re without
C h ri s t , being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel and stra n ge rs
f rom the covenants of pro m i s e, h aving no hope and without God in
the wo rl d. But now in Christ Jesus you who once we re far off have
been brought near [to the commonwealth of Israel and the cove n a n t s
of promise] by the blood of Chri s t ” (Ephesians 2:11-13).

In Romans 11:13-21 Paul uses the analogy of an olive tree to 
rep resent God’s people (compare Psalm 52:8; 128:3) to explain how
c o nve rted gentiles can be members of the “ I s rael of God.” He show s
t h at ge n t i l e s , “being a wild olive tre e, we re grafted in among them
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The International Standard Bible
E n c y c l o p e d i a summarizes the other
descriptions of the people of God in
the New Te s t a m e n t :

“This Church is not a human
o rganization; it is God’s workman-
ship (Eph. 2:10) . . . It may thus be
described in several pre g n a n t
phrases, of which the following are
to be noted.

“The Church is the people or
Israel of God (Eph. 2:12; cf. 1 Peter
2:1), in whom there is fulfillment of
the ancient covenant promise: ‘I will
be your God, and you shall be my
p e o p l e . ’

“It is the household or family of
God (Eph. 2:19; 3:15; 4:6), consist-
ing of those who are adopted by
God as sons and heirs in Christ.

“It is the planting of God to bring
f o rth fruit to His glory (1 Cor. 3:10:
cf. Jn. 15:1f.).

“It is the temple of God, built by

God Himself in Christ to be His
dwelling and there f o re to be the
center of true holiness and worship
(Eph. 2:21f.: cf. Jn. 2:19f.: 1 Cor.
3:9; 1 Pet. 2:4f.).

“It is the bride of Christ for which
the Bridegroom gave Himself that it
might be presented, cleansed, sancti-
fied, and pure at the eternal mar-
riage feast (Eph. 5:25).

“It is the body of Christ, the full-
ness of Him that fills all in all, Christ
Himself being the head (Eph. 4:15f.)
and yet also in a true sense the total-
ity (1 Cor. 12:12), with each Chris-
tian being a member in particular 
(1 Cor. 12:27).”

These re f e rences tell us much
about the biblical definition of the
C h u rch. Rather than a building, the
C h u rch is a called-out assembly—the
g roup of believers invited to come
out of the world for God’s special
p u r p o s e .

Biblical Phrases and Te rms 
for God’s Special People



A Spiri t u a l ly Tra n s fo rmed Pe o p l e

means “to turn ab o u t ” or “ t u rn towa rd s ” (Vi n e ’s , “ C o nve rt , C o nve r-
sion”). It indicates that , in addition to re c ognizing and ack n ow l e d gi n g
s i n , one is taking the necessary action to t u rn away from sin by t u rn -
ing towa rd God. This re q u i res doing wh at is ri g h t , not just ack n ow l-
e d ging wh at is wro n g.

The wo rd t ra n s fo rm e d is tra n s l ated from the Greek m e t a m o rp h o o .
It implies major or total ch a n ge —a tra n s fo rm ation comparable to the
m e t a m o rphosis of a cat e rpillar into a bu t t e r fly.

All three of these concepts cl a rify the pro found ch a n ge God ex p e c t s
of Christians—a spiritual tra n s fo rm ation we commonly call c o nve r -
sion. But no one can bring about such re m a rk able tra n s fo rm ation by
h i m s e l f, by his own powe r.

The preceding wo rds describe a miraculous shift in thinking and
b e h avior that occurs in people who re c e ive God’s Spirit. Only those
who are conve rt e d — s p i ri t u a l ly tra n s fo rmed by the power of the Holy
S p i ri t — a re Christians (Romans 8:9).

Why is this spiritual tra n s fo rm ation so import a n t ?

Our need for spiritual discern m e n t

Paul said, “Let this mind be in you wh i ch was also in Christ Je s u s ”
(Philippians 2:5). God wants all His people to think like He and Je s u s
C h rist think. Only if we think like Christ will we ever learn to behave
l i ke He behaves. To understand how Christ and the Father think
re q u i res the tra n s fo rm ation of our minds.

People assume that the themes in the Bible are easy to unders t a n d,
t h at anyone can re a d i ly comprehend biblical tru t h s .

Some are easily unders t o o d. But many scri p t u ral themes and pri n-
ciples are also easy to misunders t a n d. This leads to a fundamental
p ro bl e m : A person tends to see wh at he wants to see.

The Bible is written in a way that makes it ever so easy for anyo n e
to close his eyes to wh at he pre fe rs not to see and to shut his ears to
wh at he would rather not hear. As a re s u l t , he can easily develop a
d i s t o rted view of wh at the Bible re a l ly says and means.

Pa u l ’s letters in the New Testament provide us with an ex c e l l e n t
example of this. Speaking of Pa u l ’s wri t i n g s , Peter said they “ c o n-
tain some things that are hard to unders t a n d, wh i ch ignorant and
u n s t able people distort , as they do the other Scri p t u re s , to their 
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A Spiri t u a l ly 
Tra n s fo rmed Pe o p l e
“ . . . Do not be conformed to this world, but be trans-
f o rmed by the renewing of your mind, that you may
p rove what is that good and acceptable and perf e c t
will of God” (Romans 12:2).

Im m e d i at e ly after the Church bega n , Peter healed a widely know n
b eggar who had been lame since birth (Acts 3:1-10). This ex t ra o rd i-
n a ry event drew the undivided attention of eve ryone in the temple
a rea. Immediat e ly “all the people ran together . . . gre at ly amaze d ”
( ve rse 11). Peter advised the astonished crow d : “ R ep e n t t h e re fo re 
and b e c o nve rt e d, t h at your sins may be blotted out . . .” (Acts 3:19).

Pa u l , on another occasion, w rote to the Christian conve rts in
R o m e : “ . . . Do not be confo rmed to this wo rl d, but be tra n s fo rm e d
by the re n ewing of your mind . . .” (Romans 12:2).

Wh at do these commands—rep e n t , be conve rt e d, be tra n s fo rm e d —
mean to anyone who wishes to be a part of the Church of God?

The wo rd rep e n t , t ra n s l ated from the Greek m e t a n o e o , l i t e ra l ly
m e a n s “to perc e ive afterwa rd s ” (Vi n e ’s Complete Expository Dictio -
n a ry of Old and New Testament Wo rd s , 1 9 8 5 , “ R epent”). It convey s
the concept that one must re c og n i ze and admit his sins and
a ck n ow l e d ge the need to ch a n ge his mind, h e a rt and behav i o r.

The wo rd c o nve rt e d is tra n s l ated from the Greek ep i s t rep h o , wh i ch
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o u rs e l ves. Commending Ti m o t hy ’s loving concern for others , Pa u l
w ro t e : “ For I have no one like - m i n d e d, who will sincere ly care fo r
your stat e. For all seek their ow n , not the things wh i ch are of Chri s t
Je s u s ” (Philippians 2:20-21).

S a t a n ’s blinding ro l e

Another major reason people get confused and misinterp ret the
B i ble is Sat a n ’s influ e n c e. “ The god of this age has blinded the minds
of unbelieve rs , so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the
g l o ry of Christ . . .” (2 Corinthians 4:4, NIV). Isaiah compares this
blindness to a “ veil that is spread over all nat i o n s ” (Isaiah 25:7).

S atan misleads humanity by inciting prejudice against bibl i c a l
p rinciples. To some extent he has, at one time or another, s u c c e e d e d
in deceiving all of us (Reve l ation 12:9). God’s Wo rd wa rns us that
S at a n ’s influence is so perva s ive that “the whole wo rld lies under the
sway of the wicked one” (1 John 5:19).

The combination of deception and prejudice against God’s way s
has wa rped the spiritual ch a racter of mankind. “ Th e re is none ri g h-
t e o u s , n o , not one,” w rote Pa u l , and “all have sinned and fall short 
of the glory of God” (Romans 3:10, 2 3 ) .

Paul explains that all have “ wa l ked according to the course of this
wo rl d, a c c o rding to the prince of the power of the air, the spirit wh o
n ow wo rks in the sons of disobedience, among whom also we all
once conducted ours e l ves in the lusts of our fle s h , f u l filling the
d e s i res of the flesh and of the mind, and we re by nat u re ch i l d ren 
of wrat h , just as the others ” (Ephesians 2:1-3).

This may shock yo u , but it’s tru e : We have been blinded and
d e c e ived by Sat a n ’s perva s ive influ e n c e. We need to rep e n t , ab a n d o n
our personal prejudices and accept the authority of the Bibl e. We
must begin to read it with unders t a n d i n g.

Tragi c a l ly, someone who is deceived doesn’t know he is deceive d.
The Bible describes people’s prejudices against God’s truth as a hard-
ening of their heart s : “ Th ey are darkened in their understanding and
s ep a rated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in
them due to the hardening of their heart s ” (Ephesians 4:18, N I V ) .

Their understanding is hindered by the hardness of their hearts. Th at
is why Jesus Christ told His fo l l owe rs , “ To you it has been given to
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own destru c t i o n ” (2 Peter 3:16, N I V ) .
This is no ra re occurre n c e. Pa u l ’s ep i s t l e s , as well as other parts 

of the Bibl e, a re commonly misinterp reted by people the wo rld ove r.
Th ey we re misunderstood in Pa u l ’s day, and they are still fre q u e n t ly
m i s u n d e rs t o o d.

O n ly people with God’s Spirit guiding their thinking can compre-
hend the biblical message. Those who do not have God’s Spirit either
fail to understand or simply refuse to accept p o rtions of the Scri p t u re s .

Paul well understood this tragic human ch a ra c t e ri s t i c : “ The man
without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the
S p i rit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot under-
stand them, because they are spiri t u a l ly discern e d ” (1 Cori n t h i a n s
2 : 1 4 , NIV). Pa u l ’s wo rds are cl e a r : One must have God’s Spirit to
c o m p rehend spiritual tru t h s .

Spiritual blindness hides the truth of God

G e n e ra l ly, the pro blem is not that the Bible is all that difficult to
u n d e rs t a n d. Rat h e r, those who read it find mu ch of wh at it says hard
to accep t , so they interp ret it in a manner that is accep t able to them—
m o re compat i ble with their own view s .

Why this self-delusion?
The pro blem is two fo l d. Fi rs t , God tells us: “My thoughts are 

not your thoughts, nor are your ways My ways . . . As the heavens are
higher than the eart h , so are My ways higher than your way s , and My
thoughts than your thoughts” (Isaiah 55:8-9).

Why is this so? Pri m a ri ly because God’s thoughts and ways are
based on love —c o n c e rn for others (Mat t h ew 22:36-40). As humans,
h oweve r, we are fundamentally s e l f - c e n t e red; we first think of ours e l ve s.

Our nat u ral tendency is to d e c e ive ours e l ves so we can serve our
own selfish interests. Je remiah 17:9 points out that our “ h e a rt ” — o u r
basic human motivation and reasoning—“is deceitful ab ove all
things”; it leads us into self-deception. We need to re c og n i ze in our-
s e l ves this common ch a ra c t e ristic of human nat u re and be willing to
ch a n ge it so God can tra n s fo rm us. We need a new way of thinking,
a new heart and mind.

Our thinking must be ch a n ged by God’s Spirit so our intere s t s
will be focused outwa rd, e n abling us to love others as we love 
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We all, to some ex t e n t , tend to be righteous in our own eyes. We
n at u ra l ly assume that our own ways are good and fa i r. The wri t e rs 
of the Bibl e, h oweve r, k n ew better. Th ey wa rn us, for ex a m p l e, t h at
“ t h e re is a way that seems right to a man, but in the end it leads to
d e at h ” ( P roverbs 14:12, NIV). Just because we b e l i eve something 
is right doesn’t mean it i s ri g h t .

E ven if our ideas and beliefs appear right and good to us, we
should be willing to re examine them in the light of the Scri p t u re s .
Unless we care f u l ly compare our beliefs to God’s reve l ation in the
B i bl e, we risk allowing unre c og n i zed assumptions to harden our
h e a rts and blind us to the tru t h .

When comparing our beliefs with the Scri p t u re s , we should ke ep
these human tendencies in mind. Our incl i n ation towa rd self-decep t i o n ,
coupled with Sat a n ’s perva s ive, d e c ep t ive influence through the wo rl d
a round us, is a major barrier to our understanding the Bibl e. It is all too
easy to read our personal beliefs into God’s Wo rd and ove rlook bibl i c a l
t ruths that ch a l l e n ge, and can corre c t , our own ideas.

Blindness obscures meaning

This was the pro blem of many of the people in Pa u l ’s time. Th ey
thought they understood the Scri p t u res; they believed they we re liv-
ing by them. In re a l i t y, h oweve r, t h ey we re deceived by their ow n
p re c o n c e ived notions. Paul explains that “their minds we re bl i n d e d.
For until this day the same veil remains unlifted . . . Even to this 
d ay, when Moses is re a d, a veil lies on their heart. Neve rt h e l e s s
when one turns [ep i s t rep h o , c o nve rts] to the Lord, the veil is take n
away ” (2 Corinthians 3:14-16).

Paul was describing norm a l , s i n c e re but s p i ri t u a l ly blinded re l i-
gious people of his day who reg u l a rly heard the reading of the Holy
S c ri p t u res. Th ey closed their eyes to passages that pointed to Jesus 
as the Messiah. Why? Th ey bl o cked them from their minds because
t h at know l e d ge was unaccep t able to them. Their prejudices contro l l e d
their thinking. Th ey read the Scri p t u re s , or listened to leaders in the
s y n agogue read them, but they missed the point.

Their example wa rns us not to do the same thing. Eve ryone needs
G o d ’s help to re c og n i ze and face contra ry ways or beliefs that s e e m
right but contradict God’s Wo rd (Proverbs 14:12). Eve ryone mu s t

k n ow the secrets of the kingdom of heave n , but to them it has not been
give n ” ( M at t h ew 13:11, NRSV). Jesus knew that all but a handful of
people cannot re a l ly understand the significance of His message — a n d
so it remains to this day.

Jesus Christ reveals why people become hard - h e a rt e d. When fa c e d
with truths that do not fit their pre j u d i c e s , t h ey shut their ears and
close their eyes. Th ey harden their hearts by choosing not to under-
stand mat t e rs that are contra ry to their own opinions.

Jesus cl e a rly explains this: “And in them the pro p h e cy of Isaiah 
is fulfil l e d, wh i ch say s : ‘ H e a ring you will hear and shall not under-
s t a n d, and seeing you will see and not perc e ive; for the hearts of this
people have grown dull. Their ears are hard of heari n g, and their eye s
t h ey have cl o s e d, lest they should see with their eyes and hear with
their ears , lest they should understand with their hearts and turn , s o
t h at I should heal them’” ( ve rses 14-15).

Jesus explained Sat a n ’s decep t ive role in nu rt u ring this bl i n d n e s s :
“ When anyone hears the wo rd of the kingdom, and does not under-
stand it, the wicked one comes and snat ches away wh at was sown in
the heart ” ( ve rse 19). Satan acts quick ly to mislead and confuse those
who are inclined to hear the truth by influencing them to harden their
h e a rts and refuse to listen.

Only God can heal spiritual blindness

It is ex t re m e ly difficult for many people, e s p e c i a l ly those with
s t rong re l i gious conv i c t i o n s , to ack n ow l e d ge that they may not 
c o rre c t ly understand mu ch of the Bibl e.

Our tendency is to cling to wh at we have first learn e d. We tend
to be prejudiced towa rd anything that would attempt to correct our
own views. Becoming a true disciple of Jesus Christ begins with
rep e n t a n c e — re c ognizing wh e re we are wrong and ch a n ging our
beliefs and behav i o r. B u t , b e fo re we can rep e n t , God must open our
minds. He must grant us spiritual understanding of our pre j u d i c e s ,
sins and other we a k n e s s e s .

Jesus said that “no one can come to me unless the Father who sent
me draws him,” and “no one can come to me unless the Father has
e n abled him” ( John 6:44, 6 5 , NIV). We need God’s help in ch a n gi n g
our heart s .
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p ro blem. “But you are not in the flesh but in the Spiri t , if indeed the
S p i rit of God dwells in yo u ” ( ve rse 9). Only with the unders t a n d i n g
and strength God provides through His Spirit can we gain the spiri-
tual strength to ove rp ower the dominance of our fle s h ly nat u re.

Without the help of God’s Spiri t , a pers o n ’s spiritual pers p e c t ive 
is distorted by the pulls of his fle s h ly nat u re and the influence Sat a n
exe rts in shaping his beliefs and values. Even those who have consid-
e rable know l e d ge and understanding of God’s ways and try by their
own strength to obey Him (like Jesus Chri s t ’s own disciples befo re
t h ey re c e ived the Holy Spirit) are still swayed by the pulls of the
flesh. Jesus had to wa rn His disciples: “ Wat ch and pray, lest yo u
enter into temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is
we a k ” ( M at t h ew 26:41). (See “ The Ap o s t l e s : A Case Study in 
C o nve rs i o n ,” p age 24.)

E ven after his conve rs i o n , Paul cited himself as an example to
explain how ex t e n s ive ly human weakness controls behav i o r. “I do
not understand my own actions. For I do not do wh at I wa n t , but 
I do the ve ry thing I hate . . . It is no longer I that do it, but sin that
dwells within me. For I know that nothing good dwells within me,
t h at is, in my flesh. I can will wh at is ri g h t , but I cannot do it”
(Romans 7:15, 1 7 - 1 8 , N R S V ) .

B u t , with the help of God’s Spiri t , Paul saw that he could success-
f u l ly resist the pulls of his nat u re (2 Ti m o t hy 4:7-8). “ For the law of
the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has made me free from the law of sin
and deat h ” (Romans 8:2).

Paul explains that , “ at just the right time, when we we re still pow-
e rl e s s , C h rist died for the ungo d ly ” (Romans 5:6, NIV). His deat h
made it possible for us to be fo rgiven of our sins and re c e ive the
H o ly Spiri t — giving us the spiritual power from God we need to
c o m b at the weakness of our flesh (Acts 1:8; 2:38; 2 Ti m o t hy 1:7).

A spiritual transform a t i o n

The Church of God is the people who are spiri t u a l ly tra n s fo rm e d
by the power of God’s Spirit. Here is how Paul sums it up: “ For if
you live according to the flesh you will die; but if by the Spirit yo u
put to death the deeds of the body, you will live. For as many as are
led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God” (Romans 8:13-14).
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t u rn to God for help to accep t , u n d e rstand and ap p ly the Scri p t u re s
to his life.

The true Church of God is people whose minds God has opened 
to see their own shortcomings—their misdeeds and prejudices. Only
if we are willing to repent—if we ’re inclined to ch a n ge our innerm o s t
thoughts and attitudes as well as our actions—can we become tru e
disciples of Jesus Chri s t .

When we study God’s Wo rd we should emu l ate Dav i d ’s at t i t u d e
when he praye d : “ S e a rch me, O God, and know my heart; test me
and know my thoughts. See if there is any wicked way in me, a n d
lead me in the way eve rl a s t i n g ” (Psalm 139:23-24, N R S V ) .

Our prejudices are usually too deep for us to root them out by our-
s e l ves. Remember, Jesus said that “no one can come to me unless the
Father has enabled him” ( John 6:65, N I V ) .

It takes a m i ra cle f rom God for us to pro p e rly re c og n i ze some of
our deep ly rooted prejudices. It takes strength from our Cre ator for 
us to be willing to ch a n ge them. Without His help, we could neve r
re c og n i ze and awa ke from the spiritual blindness and prejudices that
s ep a rate us from God.

K n owing how God enables people to ove rcome spiritual bl i n d n e s s
and come to Christ—as repentant and committed Christians—is key
to understanding how God’s Wo rd distinguishes those who are the
people of God from those who remain spiri t u a l ly bl i n d.

Powerless without God’s Spirit

God wa rns us not to trust our own understanding in spiritual mat-
t e rs (Proverbs 3:5). With only our nat u ral abilities we are simply inca-
p able of pro p e rly understanding many aspects of God’s Wo rd. Pa u l
explains why we cannot trust our own minds: “ . . . The mind that is set
on the flesh is hostile to God; it does not submit to God’s law — i n d e e d
it cannot, and those who are in the flesh cannot please God” ( R o m a n s
8 : 7 - 8 , NRSV). Th ey lack power to control their human nat u re.

This is why so many people who read the Bible will not accep t
wh at it says. Even though they don’t re c og n i ze it, t h ey harbor an
i n n ate hostility towa rd anything that rep resents div i n e, ab s o l u t e
a u t h o rity over their live s .

Paul explains that God’s Spirit is the only re m e dy to the human
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The presence or absence of God’s Spirit is wh at determines wh e t h e r
a person is a servant of Christ—a true Christian. “ N ow if anyone does
not have the Spirit of Chri s t , he is not His” (Romans 8:9).

Those who have re c e ived God’s Spirit constitute the spiritual body
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This power of God dra m at i c a l ly ch a n ges the human equation. His
S p i rit tra n s fo rms a pers o n ’s life. It enables us to ove rride the pulls of
human nat u re and live as God commands. God’s Spirit is the single
most important component in a Chri s t i a n ’s life.

2 4

The coming of the Holy Spirit 
on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:1-4)
t r a n s f o rmed the apostles of Jesus
Christ from a group of ord i n a ry men
into some of the most re m a r k a b l e
and dynamic leaders the world has
known. To appreciate the magnitude
of their transformation, we need to
take a closer look at the same men
b e f o re they received God’s Spirit.

The four Gospels—Matthew,
Mark, Luke and John—provide us
with insight into their lives. We see
no indication that any of the 12
apostles had an exceptional educa-
tion or any position of influ e n c e .
They were common men, re g a rd e d
as “uneducated and untrained” by
the rulers and religious authorities of
that time (Acts 4:13).

Matthew was a tax collector, a
member of one of the despised pro-
fessions of his day (Matthew 9:9;
18:17). Peter, his brother Andrew and
two other brothers, James and John,
w e re partners in a modest fis h i n g
enterprise (Matthew 4:18-22, Luke
5:1-10). Along with Philip, they lived
in the town of Bethsaida in the nort h-
e rn province of Galilee (John 1:44).
The only special thing about them was
that they were disciples—students 

and followers—of Jesus Christ.
Even more striking is the level of

their lack of spiritual compre h e n s i o n
during their time of training. Their
minds were still controlled by their
fleshly nature. Their thinking and
behavior were “carnal” (Romans
8:5-7). Jesus rebuked them for their
lack of belief and hardness of heart
(Mark 16:14).

Their attitudes and behavior dur-
ing that time illustrate that even living
in the presence of Jesus Christ while
He was on earth—personally hearing
Him teach and seeing His example—
was not sufficient to transform their
thinking from carnal to spiritual.

Jesus sternly chastised James and
John for their attitude toward some
who had rejected Jesus. “But they
[the Samaritans] did not receive Him
. . . And when His disciples James and
John saw this, they said, ‘Lord, do
You want us to command fire to
come down from heaven and con-
sume them, just as Elijah did?’ But He
t u rned and rebuked them, and said,
‘ You do not know what manner of
spirit you are of. For the Son of Man
did not come to destroy men’s lives
but to save them’” (Luke 9:53-57).
John would later become known as

“the apostle of love”—quite a turn-
a round for a man who had urg e d
Jesus Christ to annihilate a village.

The disciples were selfish. They
a rgued among themselves as to who
would be the greatest (Mark 9:33-
34; Luke 22:24). James and John
even tried to finagle Jesus into
a w a rding them the two most pro m i-
nent positions in His Kingdom (Mark
1 0 : 3 5 - 3 7 ) .

Like any other people, each of
them greatly overestimated his faithful-
ness and loyalty to Christ. “. . . Jesus
said to them, ‘All of you will be made
to stumble because of Me this night,
for it is written: “I will strike the 
S h e p h e rd, and the sheep will be scat-
t e re d”’ . . . Peter said to Him, ‘Even if
all are made to stumble, yet I will not
be.’ Jesus said to him, ‘Assure d l y, I say
to you that today, even this night,
b e f o re the rooster crows twice, you
will deny Me three times.’ But he
spoke more vehemently, ‘If I have 
to die with You, I will not deny Yo u ! ’
And they all said likewise” (Mark
1 4 : 2 7 - 3 1 ) .

As they spoke those words, the
disciples believed they would loyally
do as they had said. Yet within hours
they all abandoned Jesus to suff e r
alone (Mark 14:50). Peter even cursed
and swore that he had never even
known Jesus (Matthew 26:69-75;
Luke 22:54-62).

After Jesus’ execution, Peter and

six of the other apostles decided it
was time to give up all they had
l e a rned and resume their career as
fis h e rmen (John 21:2-3). They had
h e a rd Jesus speak about His death
and re s u rrection, but their limited per-
spective blinded them to the signifi-
cance of Jesus’ sayings. That same
blindness is a part of all human
beings until God opens their under-
standing to see what He really says 
in His Wo rd .

Even after hearing re p o rts of Jesus’
re s u rrection, Thomas was so skeptical
that he commented, “Unless I see in
His hands the print of the nails, and
put my finger into the print of the
nails, and put my hand into His side, 
I will not believe” (John 20:25). Jesus
later appeared and provided Thomas
with the precise proof he re q u e s t e d
(verses 26-29).

These were the men Jesus chose to
c a rry His gospel to every nation. As yet
they had not received God’s Spirit.
They were as powerless as any other
human would be to fulfill their inten-
tions and commitments to faithfully
s e rve their Savior. It was impossible 
for them to be the special servants 
of Christ on their own stre n g t h .

Now we can understand Jesus’
remark when His disciples asked Him,
“Who then can be saved?” His
answer: “With men this is impossible,
but with God all things are possible”
(Matthew 19:25-26).

The Apostles: 
A Case Study in Conversion
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Jesus emphasizes that those who have not re c e ived this obedient
s p i rit from God respond to His commands quite diffe re n t ly. “ I s a i a h
was right when he prophesied about you hy p o c rites; as it is wri t t e n :
‘ These people honour me with their lips, but their hearts are far fro m
m e. Th ey wo rship me in vain; their teachings are but rules taught by
m e n .’You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on to
the traditions of men” ( M a rk 7:6-8, N I V ) .

A ny who do not have an obedient spirit adjust God’s commands to
a c c o m m o d ate their own nat u re and re a s o n i n g. Jesus continu e s : “ Yo u
h ave a fine way of setting aside the commands of God in order to
o b s e rve your own traditions! For Moses said, ‘Honour your fat h e r
and your mother,’ a n d, ‘A nyone who curses his father or mother 
must be put to deat h .’But you say that if a man says to his father or
m o t h e r : ‘ Wh at ever help you might otherwise have re c e ived from me
is Corban’ ( t h at is, a gift devoted to God), then you no longer let him
do anything for his father or mother. Thus you nullify the wo rd of
God by your tradition that you have handed down. And you do many
things like that ” ( ve rses 9-13, N I V ) .

Those who do not have God’s Spirit find it easy and convenient to
d i s rega rd the biblical instructions they dislike. Th ey devise their ow n
t ra d i t i o n s , giving the ap p e a rance of obeying and honoring God wh i l e
s i d e s t epping the intent of His instructions. Jesus said such wo rship 
is in va i n —useless and empty (ve rse 7). Such people have eyes that
c a n ’t see and ears that can’t hear (Romans 11:8).

G o d ’s Spiri t , h oweve r, d ra m at i c a l ly ch a n ges the at t i t u d e, o u t l o o k
and spiri t of His people. Th ey earn e s t ly desire to obey God, and He
gives them a humbl e, obedient attitude and ap p ro a ch towa rd Him and
His Wo rd. Th ey can willingly and fa i t h f u l ly obey His commandments
( R eve l ation 12:17). Th ey have re c e ived from Him the power of the
H o ly Spirit to combat Satan and their own nat u re.

In short , t h ey are the tra n s fo rm e d, special people of God.
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t h at is the Church Jesus Christ fo u n d e d. “ For we we re all baptised by
one Spirit into one body — whether Jews or Gre e k s , s l ave or fre e — a n d
we we re all given the one Spirit to dri n k ” (1 Corinthians 12:13, N I V ) .

G o d ’s Spirit provides great power

Th rough the Holy Spiri t , Jesus Christ provides the power for His
people to do the good wo rks—to bear the fruit—He expects fro m
them. “His divine power has given us eve rything we need for life and
godliness through our know l e d ge of him who called us by his ow n
g l o ry and go o d n e s s ” (2 Peter 1:3, N I V ) .

Jesus promised that the Holy Spirit will “guide [us] into all tru t h ”
( John 16:13) so we can know how to serve God according to His will.
His Spirit makes it possible for us to “ grow up in all things into Him
who is the head—Chri s t ” (Ephesians 4:15).

Paul talks of God’s Spirit dwelling in us: “And in him you too are
being built together to become a dwelling in wh i ch God lives by his
S p i ri t ” (Ephesians 2:22, NIV). The Holy Spirit is the direct pre s e n c e
and power of God wo rking in His people. Paul admonishes Chri s t i a n s
to “ c o n t i nue to wo rk out your salvation with fear and tre m bl i n g, for 
it is God who wo rks in you to will and to act according to his go o d
p u rp o s e ” (Philippians 2:12-13, N I V ) .

G o d ’s Spirit leads to obedience

The tra n s fo rm ation of the people of God through His Spirit is a
t ra n s fo rm ation of their heart s , their innermost being. Instead of hard -
h e a rtedness and hostility to God’s law s , t h ey gain an obedient spiri t
because God wo rks in them; He dwells in them.

The apostle John say s : “ Those who obey his commands live in
h i m , and he in them. And this is how we know that he lives in us:
We know it by the Spirit he gave us” (1 John 3:24, N I V ) .

The presence of a will to obey is so central to the definition of 
a Christian that the apostle John boldly stat e s : “ The man who say s ,
‘I know him,’but does not do wh at he commands is a liar, and the
t ruth is not in him. But if anyone obeys his wo rd, G o d ’s love is tru ly
made complete in him. This is how we know we are in him: Wh o eve r
claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did” (1 John 2:4-6, N I V ) .
This is plain language indeed.
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to God, t h at they may re c e ive fo rgiveness of sins and an inheri t a n c e
among those who are sanctified by faith in Me” (Acts 26:18).

Paul also said: “ For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Chri s t , for 
it is the power of God to salvation for eve ryone who believes . . .”
(Romans 1:16). The gospel is God’s message of how salvation will 
be brought to mankind—starting with His Church .

The Church plays many roles in the bri n ging of salvation to the
wo rl d. It stands as the light of the wo rld (Mat t h ew 5:14). It is the
household or fa m i ly of God (Ephesians 2:19; 1 Peter 4:17, NIV). It 
is the mother who nu rt u res God’s sons and daughters (Galatians 4:26).
It functions as the “pillar and ground of the tru t h ” in a spiri t u a l ly 
confused wo rld (1 Ti m o t hy 3:15).

L e t ’s look at the mu l t i faceted responsibilities Christ gave His
C h u rch , His special people.

Must the Church save the world?

Paul describes the Church ’s responsibility as “the ministry of 
re c o n c i l i at i o n ” because “God was in Christ reconciling the wo rld to
H i m s e l f, not imputing their trespasses to them, and has committed 
to us the wo rd of re c o n c i l i at i o n ” (2 Corinthians 5:18-19).

G o d ’s ultimate purpose is to gather—to reconcile—all mankind 
to Himself. The Church plays an important role in that wo rt hy effo rt .
God has commissioned it to pre a ch how that re c o n c i l i ation will occur.
It is to bap t i ze those who believe that message.

When will that re c o n c i l i ation take place? A common misperc ep-
tion is that Jesus has commissioned His Church to save the wo rld in
this age. But that is not wh at the Bible teaches and is not wh at Pa u l
meant in 2 Corinthians 5.

The Church ’s ministry of re c o n c i l i ation is only the beginning 
of a mu ch gre ater phase of God’s plan for reconciling the wo rld to 
Himself through Jesus Chri s t .

God has commissioned the Church to pro claim salvation to the
n ations. But p ro claiming Je s u s ’t e a ching about salvation is va s t ly
d i ffe rent from b ri n ging mankind to salvation. The latter will neces-
s i t ate bri n ging the entire wo rld to repentance and conve rsion. Only
Jesus Christ can conve rt the wo rld; that task will have to wait until
He re t u rn s .
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The Mission 
and Responsibility 
of the Church
“Go there f o re and make disciples of all the nations,
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observ e
all things that I have commanded you; and lo, I am
with you always, even to the end of the age”
(Matthew 28:19-20).

Jesus Christ gave His Church—this body of spiri t u a l ly tra n s fo rm e d
b e l i eve rs—a responsibility to carry out. The Church ’s mission is to
p re a ch the gospel of the Kingdom of God and make disciples
t h roughout the wo rl d, t e a ching them ex a c t ly wh at Jesus taught
( M at t h ew 24:14; 28:19-20).

The wo rk of the Church continues; it did not cease when the ori gi-
nal disciples died. At first the job of the ap o s t l e s , the Church ’s mis-
sion has passed to each ge n e ration of God’s people. Jesus pro m i s e d
to be with His fo l l owe rs as they accomplished that wo rk until He
re t u rns at the end of the age (ve rse 20).

Paul said Christ sent him into the wo rld “to open [people’s] eye s , i n
o rder to turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Sat a n
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of the God of Ja c o b. He will teach us his way s , so that we may wa l k
in his pat h s .’The law will go out from Zion, the wo rd of the LO R D

f rom Je ru s a l e m ” (Isaiah 2:3, N I V ) .
Z e ch a riah tells us, “In those days ten men from eve ry language of

the nations shall grasp the sleeve of a Jewish man, s ay i n g, ‘Let us go
with yo u , for we have heard that God is with yo u’” ( Z e ch a riah 8:23).

Humanity will begin to re a l i ze that the law God gave to ancient
I s rael must still be observe d. Mankind will shed its prejudices and eve n
b egin ke eping the biblical fe s t iva l s , wh i ch God gave to ancient Isra e l .

Those who remain unrepentant will soon find themselves in dire
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Why Christ must bring Israel to re p e n t a n c e

At His re t u rn Christ will begin God’s re c o n c i l i ation to the wo rl d
by bri n ging the descendants of Ja c o b — I s rael—to rep e n t a n c e.

At that time, Paul ex p l a i n s , “all Israel will be save d.” H ow? “ Th e
D e l ive rer [Christ] will come out of Zion, and He will turn away
u n godliness from Ja c o b ” (Romans 11:26).

Th e n , as soon as the re s t o red people of Israel learn obedience as a
n at i o n , m a ny peoples will come and say, a c c o rding to the book of Isa-
i a h , “‘ C o m e, let us go up to the mountain of the LO R D, to the house

3 0

What was Jesus Christ’s message?
He preached “the gospel of the king-
dom of God” (Matthew 4:23; 9:35;
Mark 1:14-15).

The Old English word gospel, o r
“good spell,” means “good news.”
The good news was the centerpiece
of His message. He defined His 
mission with these words: “I must
p reach the kingdom of God . . .
because for this purpose I have been
sent” (Luke 4:43).

What did He command His disci-
ples to teach? “He sent them t o
p reach the kingdom of God . . . ”
(Luke 9:2, 6).

What is that message about, and
why is it such good news?

When Jesus Christ taught about
the Kingdom of God (Luke 8:1; 9:11;
12:31; 13:18), He was simply continu-
ing the messages of the Hebre w
p rophets whose words are re c o rd e d
in the Old Testament. Centuries ear-
lier God had inspired such faithful
men as Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel,
Daniel and Zechariah to look beyond

the difficulties and destruction of the
kingdoms of Israel and Judah to a
m a g n i ficent future when God would
establish His world-ruling kingdom on
e a rth under the reign of the Messiah.

Notice some of their pro p h e c i e s
describing this wonderful occurre n c e :

“The wolf also shall dwell with the
lamb, the leopard shall lie down with
the young goat, the calf and the
young lion and the fatling together;
and a little child shall lead them” (Isa-
iah 11:6). “They shall not hurt nor
d e s t roy in all My holy mountain, for
the earth shall be full of the knowl-
edge of the LO R D as the waters cover
the sea. And in that day there shall be
a Root of Jesse [the promised Mes-
siah, Jesus], who shall stand as a ban-
ner to the people; for the Gentiles
shall seek Him, and His resting place
shall be glorious” (verses 9-10).

“I was watching in the night
visions, and behold, One like the Son
of Man, coming with the clouds of
heaven! He came to the Ancient of
Days, and they brought Him near

b e f o re Him. Then to Him was given
dominion and glory and a kingdom,
that all peoples, nations, and lan-
guages should serve Him. His domin-
ion is an everlasting dominion, which
shall not pass away, and His kingdom
the one which shall not be destro y e d ”
(Daniel 7:13-14).

“Then the LO R D will go forth . . .
And in that day His feet will stand on
the Mount of Olives, which faces
J e rusalem on the east. And the
Mount of Olives shall be split in two,
f rom east to west, making a very
l a rge valley . . . Thus the LO R D my God
will come, and all the saints with Yo u
. . . And the LO R D shall be King over
all the earth” (Zechariah 14:3-5, 9).

Jesus Christ and His apostles spoke
of this same world-ruling govern-
ment, which He called “the Kingdom
of God.” In Luke 21, after describing
a series of trends and events unparal-
leled in history, He concluded: “Now
when these things begin to happen,
look up and lift up your heads,
because your redemption draws near
. . . When you see these things hap-
pening, know that the kingdom of
God is near” (verses 28-31).

The ancient prophets, Jesus and
His apostles all spoke of a literal king-
dom that will supersede the world’s
g o v e rnments. When these pro p h e-
cies become a re a l i t y, a triumphant
c ry will ring out: “The kingdoms of
this world have become the king-
doms of our Lord and of His Christ,
and He shall reign forever and ever!”
(Revelation 11:15).

S a d l y, this message is seldom
understood and rarely taught in
c h u rches. Many have accepted “a 
d i ff e rent gospel” (Galatians 1:6) that
d i s t o rts and obscures this vital biblical
t ruth. You will read in the next chapter
how this “other gospel” (verses 8-9),
as Paul labels it, evolved and spre a d
t h roughout the world.

H o w e v e r, you can discover for
yourself the full meaning of the
gospel—the incredible good news—
that Jesus Christ and the apostles
p reached. This same gospel is faith-
fully preached by the United Churc h
of God (Matthew 24:14). For a full
explanation of the true gospel, be
s u re to request your free copy of
The Gospel of the Kingdom f rom 
our office nearest you.

What Is the True Gospel?
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wo rks and glorify your Father in heave n ” ( M at t h ew 5:14-16).
God commissioned the Church to set the example of His way 

of life to the wo rl d. God is exposing humanity to His ways thro u g h
the Church. Peter ex h o rts the members of the Church : “ C o n d u c t
yo u rs e l ves honorably among the Gentiles, so that , though they
malign you as ev i l d o e rs , t h ey may see your honorable deeds and
g l o rify God when he comes to judge ” (1 Peter 2:12, N R S V ) .

The Church: God’s fir s t f ru i t s

D u ring “this present evil age ” ( G a l atians 1:4), the Church of God
consists of only the first small part of God’s gre at harvest of people to
e t e rnal life.

James calls Chri s t i a n s : “a kind of firs t f ruits of his cre at u re s ”
( James 1:18). Th ey are “ redeemed from among men, being the firs t-
f ruits unto God and to the Lamb” ( R eve l ation 14:4).

The biblical usage of the term firs t f ru i t s was re a d i ly understood 
by members of the early Church. “In ack n owledgment of the fact that
all the products of the land came from God, and [in] thankfulness fo r
His go o d n e s s , I s raelites brought as an offe ring to Him a portion of 
the fruits that ripened firs t , these being looked upon as an earnest of
the coming harve s t ” (Z o n d e rvan Pictorial Bible Dictionary, 1 9 6 7 ,
“ Fi rst Fru i t s ” ) .

The firs t f ruits we re the first part of the harve s t , wh i ch the Isra e l i t e s
set ap a rt for God. After they gat h e red them and dedicated them to
their Cre at o r, t h ey harvested the rest of the crops. The apostles and
other members of the early Church understood that , as firs t f ru i t s , t h e
C h u rch is the first part of God’s harvest of humanity for salvat i o n .
The va s t ly gre ater portion of the harvest will not take place until a f t e r
Jesus Chri s t ’s re t u rn .

Those whom God calls in this age will part i c i p ate in the saving of
the wo rl d — but not at this time and not as human beings. At the re t u rn
of Jesus Christ they will become i m m o rtal spirit beings.

God will re s u rrect them to eternal life as the firs t f ruits of His har-
ve s t , re c e iving immortality at Chri s t ’s re t u rn (1 Corinthians 15:20-
2 3 , 51-53). Th ey will be kings and priests in the Kingdom of God
( R eve l ation 5:10).

As the immort a l , re s u rrected ch i l d ren of God, t h ey will assist
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c i rcumstances because God will humble them by withholding ra i n
f rom their crops until they ch a n ge their at t i t u d e. “ Then the surv ivo rs
f rom all the nations that have at t a cked Je rusalem will go up year after
year to wo rship the King, the LO R D A l m i g h t y, and to celeb rate the
Feast of Tab e rn a cles. If any of the peoples of the earth do not go up
to Je rusalem to wo rship the King, the LO R D A l m i g h t y, t h ey will have
no ra i n ” ( Z e ch a riah 14:16-17, N I V ) .

Since Christ knows human nat u re, He will do wh at is needed at
t h at time to ch a n ge the thinking of people—to bring them to rep e n-
t a n c e. But that is to occur in the future after Christ re t u rn s .

E ven though the Church is to pro claim a message to the wo rld that
i n cludes a call for rep e n t a n c e, S c ri p t u re tells us that re l at ive ly few
people will tru ly repent befo re Christ re t u rns. Th u s , b ri n ging the
wo rld to repentance is not the Church ’s role for this age.

A small group: the light of the world

To the contra ry, Jesus said to His disciples: “In the wo rld yo u
will have tri bu l ation; but be of good ch e e r, I have ove rcome the
wo rl d ” ( John 16:33). He also said, “If the wo rld hates yo u , yo u
k n ow that it hated Me befo re it hated you. If you we re of the wo rl d,
the wo rld would love its own. Yet because you are not of the wo rl d,
but I chose you out of the wo rl d, t h e re fo re the wo rld hates yo u ”
( John 15:18-19).

G o d ’s people have never been a popular or powerful fo rc e. Je s u s
d e s c ribes their lot in life : “Enter through the narrow gate; for the gat e
is wide and the road is easy that leads to destru c t i o n , and there are
m a ny who take it. For the gate is narrow and the road is hard that
leads to life, and t h e re are few who find it” ( M at t h ew 7:13-14, N R S V ) .

Ye s , o n ly a few are willing to fo l l ow all the teachings of Je s u s
C h rist once they hear and understand them. Jesus comfo rted His dis-
c i p l e s , “Do not fe a r, little flo ck , for it is your Fat h e r ’s good pleasure
to give you the kingdom” ( L u ke 12:32).

God reveals that His people will be a little flo ck in this age. He is
calling o n ly a few to be the living examples of His way of life to the
rest of wo rl d.

Jesus says to His true disciples, “ You are the light of the wo rld . . .
Let your light so shine befo re men, t h at they may see your go o d
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The Church: The Body of Christ
We have alre a dy seen that Jesus Christ told His fo l l owe rs to go

into all the wo rl d, making disciples of all nations and teaching people
G o d ’s way of life. This takes cooperation and orga n i z ation. To effe c-
t ive ly describe the orga n i zed functioning of the people of God, t h e
apostles used the analogy of the human body.

“ N ow you are the body of Chri s t , and each one of you is a part of
it. And in the ch u rch God has appointed first of all ap o s t l e s , s e c o n d
p ro p h e t s , t h i rd teach e rs , then wo rke rs of mira cl e s , also those hav i n g
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C h rist in teaching God’s way of obedience to the wo rld for 1,000
ye a rs. “Blessed and holy is he who has part in the first re s u rre c t i o n .
O ver such the second death has no powe r, but they shall be priests 
of God and of Chri s t , and shall reign with Him a thousand ye a rs ”
( R eve l ation 20:6). The re s u rrection of these faithful servants of Je s u s
C h rist to eternal life at the beginning of that 1,000 ye a rs is only the
first re s u rrection (ve rses 4, 6 ) .

All the dead will be re s u rre c t e d

At the end of the 1,000 ye a rs , God will re s u rrect all others wh o
h ave ever lived throughout human history to stand befo re Him in
judgment (Reve l ation 20:11-12). This is far larger than the first re s u r-
rection; it is the re s u rrection of “the rest of the dead” ( ve rse 5). A t
t h at time God will raise from the dead people from all nat i o n s , a l o n g
with the people of Israel—all re s u rrected together (Mat t h ew 11:20-
24; 12:41-42).

“Do not marvel at this,” Jesus said; “ for the hour is coming in
wh i ch all who are in the graves will hear His voice and come fo rt h —
those who have done go o d, to the re s u rrection of life, and those wh o
h ave done ev i l , to the re s u rrection of condemnation [judgment]”
( John 5:28-29).

Those who rise in this ge n e ral re s u rrection—the re s u rrection of
judgment—will rise as mort a l , fle s h - a n d - blood human beings (Eze k i e l
37:1-10). Then they will learn God’s way s , a ck n ow l e d ge their sins and
re c e ive His Spirit. Then they, t o o , can re c e ive immort a l i t y.

E zekiel describes their re s u rre c t i o n : “ Thus says the Lord GO D:
‘ B e h o l d, O My people, I will open your graves and cause you to
come up from your graves . . . I will put My Spirit in yo u , and yo u
shall live, and I will place you in your own land. Then you shall know
t h at I, the LO R D, h ave spoken it and perfo rmed it,’ s ays the Lord ”
( ve rses 12-14). (For more info rm ation on this vital topic, p l e a s e
request our free booklet Wh at Happens After Deat h ?)

C h ristians are the firs t f ruits of the re d e e m e d. Th ey live in a
d e c e ived wo rl d, and they must strive to be “ blameless and harm l e s s ,
ch i l d ren of God without fault in the midst of a cro o ked and perve rs e
ge n e rat i o n , among whom [they] shine as lights in the wo rl d ”
(Philippians 2:15).

3 4

Is Today the Only Day 
of Salvation?

Is our present age the only time
during which people can repent and
be saved?

Some people assume that is what
the apostle Paul meant when he
w rote: “As God’s fellow workers we
u rge you not to receive God’s grace
in vain. For he says, ‘In the time of my
favour I heard you, and in the day of
salvation I helped you.’ I tell you, now
is the time of God’s favour, now is 
the day of salvation” (2 Corinthians
6:1-2, NIV).

Paul meant exactly what he said.
But be sure to notice what Paul did
not s a y. He did not say that today is
the only day of salvation, nor was that
his intent.

In the original Greek there is no
m o d i fier before the phrase “day of
salvation” in this verse. Most transla-
tions have added the word t h e
b e f o re day in an attempt to clarify
P a u l ’s words—but in so doing have
i n a d v e rtently distorted the meaning.
The Darby Translation italicizes “the”

h e re to indicate that it has been
added. Other versions translate this
phrase as “a day of salvation”
( G re e n ’s Literal Translation, Living
Oracles New Testament). 

Still other versions inconsistently
translate the same phrase as “a day of
salvation” in the first part of the verse
and “the day of salvation” in the latter
p a rt (American Standard Version, Bible
in Basic English, Gre e n ’s Literal Tr a n s l a-
tion, Modern King James Ve r s i o n ,
New Revised Standard Version, Phillips
M o d e rn English).

For those in the Church in this age,
now is t h e i r day of salvation. God is
calling them now. Salvation is avail-
able today to anyone who is willing 
to repent. That is what Paul meant.

But he neither said nor implied
that salvation is available o n l y in this
age. Paul in no way meant to con-
tradict the many passages in the
Bible that show that many others
will have an opportunity for salvation
in future ages.



The Mission and Responsibility of the Church

It should lead them to wo rk together in unity to accomplish the mission
C h rist gave the Church as its ministry when He said: “Go there fo re and
m a ke disciples of all the nat i o n s , b aptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spiri t , t e a ching them to observe
all things that I have commanded you . . .” ( M at t h ew 28:19-20).

The Church that Christ built is that special body of people wh o ,
led by God’s Spiri t , o b ey His commandments and are ze a l o u s ly 
committed to accomplishing the commission Jesus Christ gave them.
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gifts of healing, those able to help others , those with gifts of admin-
i s t rat i o n , and those speaking in diffe rent kinds of [language s ] ”
(1 Corinthians 12:27-28, N I V ) .

D i recting the wo rk of the Church as its living Head is Jesus Chri s t
(Colossians 1:18). To emphasize how dependent the Church is on His
l e a d e rship and inspirat i o n , Jesus compares Himself to a vine: “I am
the vine, you are the bra n ches. He who abides in Me, and I in him,
b e a rs mu ch fruit; for without Me you can do nothing” ( John 15:5).
The success of the Church is dependent on the power and inspirat i o n
it re c e ives from Jesus Chri s t .

Functions within the Body of Christ are established by Him “ t o
equip the saints for the wo rk of ministry, for building up the body 
of Chri s t ” (Ephesians 4:11-12, N R S V ) .

Paul tells us that “ t h e re are va rieties of gi f t s , but the same Spiri t ;
and there are va rieties of serv i c e s , but the same Lord; and there are
va rieties of activ i t i e s , but it is the same God who activates all of them
in eve ryo n e ” (1 Corinthians 12:4-6, N R S V ) .

Spiritual leadership in the Churc h

Among the gifts Christ gives His Church are gifts of spiritual lead-
e rs h i p : ap o s t l e s , p ro p h e t s , eva n ge l i s t s , p a s t o rs and teach e rs (Ephe-
sians 4:11). Th ey are entrusted with the responsibility of teach i n g,
n o u ri s h i n g, p rotecting and building the Church. Godly ch a racter and
exe m p l a ry spiritual qualific ations are re q u i red of those entrusted with
s p i ritual leadership (1 Ti m o t hy 3:1-10; Titus 1:5-9).

These are to lov i n g ly shep h e rd God’s flo ck (John 21:15-17) so that
all members of this spiritual body may “come to the unity of the fa i t h
and of the know l e d ge of the Son of God, to a perfect man, to the
m e a s u re of the stat u re of the fullness of Chri s t ” (Ephesians 4:13).

Th ey are to lead the people of God to wo rk together in unity—
to love, respect and support each other. “But God has combined the
m e m b e rs of the body and has given gre ater honour to the parts that
l a cked it, so that there should be no division in the body, but that 
its parts should have equal concern for each other” (1 Cori n t h i a n s
1 2 : 2 4 - 2 5 , N I V ) .

Those who are led by Jesus Christ re c og n i ze a common Spirit in each
other—the ve ry Spirit of God, wh i ch makes them the people of God. 
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false bre t h ren. Th ey revealed that two opposing ostensibly Chri s t i a n
re l i gions would emerge. One—the Church Jesus fo u n d e d — would be
led by God’s Spirit and remain faithful to His teachings. The other—
guided and influenced by a diffe rent spiri t — would accept the name of
C h rist but twist His teachings to cre ate a convincing c o u n t e r feit of the
t rue Church of God.

Both would use Chri s t ’s name and claim His authori t y. Both wo u l d
p e r fo rm wo rks that would outwa rd ly appear good and right. Both
would claim to be fo l l owing Chri s t ’s true teachings. But only one
would fa i t h f u l ly rep resent its fo u n d e r, Jesus Christ. The other wo u l d
c ap t u re the minds and hearts of humanity by at t a ching the name of
C h rist to bibl i c a l ly insupport able re l i gious customs and doctrines that
Jesus and His apostles neither practiced nor ap p rove d.

The apostles rep e at e d ly wa rned Je s u s ’ fo l l owe rs to bewa re of fa l s e
t e a ch e rs who would introduce counterfe i t - C h ristian beliefs. Je s u s
Himself wa rn e d : “ Ta ke heed that no one deceives you. For m a ny will
come in My name . . . and will deceive many ” ( M at t h ew 24:4-5).

The New Testament presents a concise historical ske t ch of the
roots of these two re l i gions that pro fess to be Christian—one re a l , o n e
c o u n t e r feit. Chri s t ’s apostles described the ori gin of each and their
fundamental ch a ra c t e ri s t i c s .

We have alre a dy examined the ap o s t l e s ’d e s c ription of the Church
Jesus fo u n d e d. Now let’s look at the re c o rd they left us of another
s u p p o s e d ly Christian re l i gion—one that distorted and corrupted the
t ruth and grew to become far more powerful and influential than the
small Church Jesus promised would never die out.

Teaching the traditions of men

Wh e re do most ch u rches get their teachings and practices? Most of
their members assume they come from the Bible or from Jesus Chri s t
H i m s e l f. But do they ?

Jesus commanded His apostles to teach others ex a c t ly wh at He had
t a u g h t — “ t e a ching them to obey eve rything I have commanded yo u ”
( M at t h ew 28:20, NIV). He condemned the replacing of God’s com-
mandments with traditions and human reason. Speaking to the Phar-
i s e e s , He said, “ For laying aside the commandment of God, you hold
the tradition of men . . . All too well you reject the commandment of
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The Rise 
of a Counterfe i t
C h ri s t i a n i t y
“ Take heed that no one deceives you. For many 
will come in My name . . . and will deceive many”
(Matthew 24:4-5).

Jesus Christ told His apostles to make disciples of all nat i o n s , b ap-
tizing them in His name. Most people who are familiar with the Bibl e
re a l i ze those apostles ze a l o u s ly embarked on that mission. Their con-
ve rts we re first called Christians in the city of A n t i o ch (Acts 11:26).
Since then, so many people have been born or conve rted into the hun-
d reds of denominations known collective ly as “ C h ri s t i a n i t y ” t h at it is
one of the wo rl d ’s most popular and dominant re l i gi o n s .

People assume that all, or at least almost all, who bear the name
C h ristian fo l l ow the beliefs, t e a chings and practices of Jesus Chri s t .
But the Bible tells us that not eve ryone who accepts the name of
C h rist is re a l ly a Chri s t i a n .

Jesus predicted that some would claim His name but deny Him by
their actions. He said they would “call Me ‘ L o rd, L o rd,’” but “not do
the things wh i ch I say ” ( L u ke 6:46).

C h rist and His apostles spoke of false pro p h e t s , false apostles a n d
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s u bve rting the Church by ch a l l e n ging and contradicting the teach i n g s
of Chri s t ’s apostles. Paul wa rn e d, “ For there are many insubord i n at e,
both idle talke rs and deceive rs , e s p e c i a l ly those of the circ u m c i s i o n ,
whose mouths must be stopped, who subve rt whole households,
t e a ching things wh i ch they ought not, for the sake of dishonest ga i n ”
( Titus 1:10-11).

To counter this tre n d, Paul instructed fe l l ow elder Titus to care f u l ly
consider the back gro u n d, k n ow l e d ge and ch a racter of anyone being
c o n s i d e red for ord i n at i o n : “Since an ove rseer is entrusted with God’s
wo rk , he must be blameless . . . He must hold firm ly to the tru s t wo r-
t hy message as it has been taught, so that he can encourage others by
sound doctrine and refute those who oppose it” ( ve rses 7, 9 , N I V ) .

I n c re a s i n g ly, “ false ap o s t l e s ” b egan contradicting and underm i n-
ing the teachings of the true apostles of Christ. Paul cautioned the
ch u rch in Rome: “I urge yo u , b ro t h e rs and sisters , to ke ep an eye on
those who cause dissensions and offe n s e s , in opposition to the teach-
ing that you have learned; avoid them. For such people do not serve
our Lord Chri s t , but their own ap p e t i t e s , and by smooth talk and flat-
t e ry they deceive the hearts of the simple-minded. For while yo u r
obedience is known to all, so that I rejoice over yo u , I want you to
be wise in wh at is good and guileless in wh at is ev i l ” ( R o m a n s
1 6 : 1 7 - 1 9 , N R S V ) .

Competing re l i gious leaders , m a s q u e rading as ministers of Chri s t ,
b egan teaching their own false doctrines “in opposition to” C h ri s t ’s
apostles and other of his faithful servants. At first they came pre d o m i-
n a n t ly from a Jewish back gro u n d. But then false teach e rs emerge d
f rom people of other back grounds within the Church. The subve rs ive
d o c t rines that eve n t u a l ly grew to be the most influential we re a bl e n d
of pagan and misguided Jewish philosophies synthesized with the
mysticism popular at that time.

Simon the Sorc e rer was one such false teacher mentioned early in
the Scri p t u res. After his baptism by Philip, Simon attempted to buy the
o ffice of apostle from Pe t e r, hoping to obtain the power to grant others
the Holy Spirit. Motivated by his greed for power and influ e n c e, h e
fa ked conve rsion to appear Christian (Acts 8:9-23). Later histori c a l
s o u rces indicate that he blended va rious elements of paganism and
mysticism into a counterfe i t - C h ristian philosophy.
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G o d, t h at you may ke ep your tra d i t i o n ” ( M a rk 7:8-9).
Jesus taught that His Church should ke ep the commandments of

G o d : “If you want to enter into life, ke ep the commandments”
( M at t h ew 19:17). He wa rn e d : “ M a ny will say to Me in that day,
‘ L o rd, L o rd, h ave we not prophesied [pre a ched] in Your name, c a s t
out demons in Your name, and done many wo n d e rs in Your name?’
And then I will decl a re to them, ‘I never knew you; dep a rt from Me,
you who practice law l e s s n e s s !’” ( M at t h ew 7:22-23). He knew that
false teach e rs would arise who would reject the commandments of
God for a distorted gospel of no law — l aw l e s s n e s s !

L i ke Je s u s , the apostles consistently taught obedience to God. Pe t e r
and the other apostles ri s ked their lives to make it clear that “ we ought
to obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29). Paul ex p ressed the same
commitment he shared with the other apostles—of a life of obedience.
“ Th rough him [Christ] and for his name’s sake, we re c e ived grace and
apostleship to call people from among all the Gentiles to the o b e d i e n c e
t h at comes from fa i t h ” (Romans 1:5, N I V ) .

Paul later cautioned members of the congregation in Colosse 
to hold fast to wh at he had taught them. “As you have there fo re
re c e ived Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in Him, rooted and built up
in Him and established in the fa i t h , as you have been taught . . .”
(Colossians 2:6-7).

Fo l l owing Chri s t ’s ex a m p l e, Paul wa rned the Colossians not to
a c c ept traditions as replacements for the commandments of God:
“ B ewa re lest anyone ch e at you through philosophy and empty deceit,
a c c o rding to the tradition of men, a c c o rding to the basic principles of
the wo rl d, and not according to Chri s t ” (Colossians 2:8; compare
M a rk 7:8-9, 1 3 ) .

Why did Jesus Christ and the apostles sound such urgent wa rn i n g s
to avoid the traditions of men?

Subversion from within the Churc h

As the apostles strove to establish still more congregations of
b e l i eve rs among the nat i o n s , a phenomenon arose that eve n t u a l ly pro-
duced an altern ate and outwa rd ly Christian re l i gi o n — but one quite
d i ffe rent from the Church Jesus and His apostles establ i s h e d.

N ew and diffe rent doctrines we re subtly intro d u c e d. Some bega n
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and successful counterfeit Chri s t i a n i t y.
The false prophets devised their message and doctrines by ve r b a l ly

a ck n ow l e d ging Jesus as “ L o rd ” while refusing to obey Him (Luke
6:46). Jesus Himself wa rned of their deceitful, cunning ap p ro a ch :
“ B ewa re of false pro p h e t s , who come to you in sheep ’s cl o t h i n g, bu t
i n wa rd ly they are ravenous wo l ve s ” ( M at t h ew 7:15).

Jesus made it clear that teach e rs of law l e s s n e s s , who outwa rd ly
appear as innocent sheep perfo rming devo u t ly re l i gious acts, a re 
not His apostles or serva n t s : “ M a ny will say to Me in that day,
‘ L o rd, L o rd, h ave we not prophesied in Your name, cast out demons
in Your name, and done many wo n d e rs in Your name?’And then 
I will decl a re to them, ‘I never knew yo u ; d ep a rt from Me, you wh o
p ractice law l e s s n e s s !’” ( ve rses 22-23).

G o d ’s law: the religious battlegro u n d

C o n t rove rsy over God’s law erupted within the Church as soon 
as the first gentiles (non-Israelites) we re conve rt e d. Certain Jew i s h
b e l i eve rs wanted to fo rce circumcision and other physical re q u i re-
ments on the gentiles. Th ey demanded that gentile conve rts be 
p hy s i c a l ly circumcised to re c e ive salvation (Acts 15:1).

The apostles re f u s e d. Th ey pointed out that even Moses had taught
t h at the circumcision that made one accep t able to God was a mat t e r
of the heart (Deutero n o my 30:6; compare with Romans 2:29 and
Colossians 2:11-12). A l s o , God had decl a red A b raham to be ri g h t e o u s
in His sight befo re he was circumcised (Romans 4:9-12). Th e re fo re,
t h ey ex p l a i n e d, p hysical circumcision should not be rega rded as a
re q u i rement for the ge n t i l e s ’s a l vation (Acts 15:2, 5-10). For furt h e r
p ro o f, Peter noted that God had re c e n t ly given the Holy Spirit to sev-
e ral gentiles without their being circ u m c i s e d, d e m o n s t rating His will
in the matter (ve rse 8; Acts 11:1-4, 1 5 - 1 8 ) .

The same Jews also demanded that gentiles observe the temple
c e remonies and rituals that pointed to the sacri fice of Christ. Th e
apostles insisted that Chri s t ’s sacri fice was sufficient for the fo rgive-
ness of sins through the grace of God (Heb rews 7:26-27).

The temple sacri fices and rituals we re only tempora ry institutions
until the sacri fice of the real “Lamb of God” ( John 1:29). The ap o s-
tles taught that they we re no longer re q u i red (Acts 15:11; Heb rew s
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A dange rous trend was establ i s h e d. Soon “ false ap o s t l e s ,” “ fa l s e
t e a ch e rs ” and “ false bre t h re n ” ab o u n d e d.

A counterfeit Christianity was born .

A diff e rent gospel gains gro u n d
The impact of distorted teachings deva s t ated the early Church. Fo r

ex a m p l e, C h ristians in the Roman province of Galatia turned en masse
f rom the teachings of the apostle Paul and to a corru p t e d, c u n n i n g ly
d evised but counterfeit gospel promoted by these false ap o s t l e s .

Paul described the ap p ro a ch they used and the effect the fa l s e
t e a ch e rs had on Christians in Galat i a : “I marvel that you are turn i n g
away so soon from Him who called you in the grace of Chri s t , to a
d i ffe rent go s p e l , wh i ch is not another; but there are some who tro u-
ble you and want to perve rt the gospel of Chri s t ” ( G a l atians 1:6-7).
The bre t h ren in that area we re being swept into one of the many
sects making up the emerging false Chri s t i a n i t y. Paul had to contend
with re l i gious stri fe ge n e rated by Jewish and gentile elements in the
G a l atian congregat i o n s .

These cunning pre t e n d e rs did not reject outright the gospel Pa u l
taught. Th ey simply perve rted aspects of it. Then they seduced the
G a l atian Christians into accepting t h e i r gospel—a deadly mixture 
of truth and erro r. It contained enough truth to appear righteous and
C h ri s t i a n , but it contained sufficient error to prevent any who wo u l d
a c c ept it from re c e iving salvat i o n .

Notice Pa u l ’s bl i s t e ring condemnation of that “ d i ffe re n t ” go s p e l :
“But even if we, or an angel from heave n , p re a ch any other gospel to
you than wh at we have pre a ched to yo u , let him be accurs e d. As we
h ave said befo re, so now I say aga i n , if anyone pre a ches any other
gospel to you than wh at you have re c e ive d, let him be accurs e d ”
( ve rses 8-9).

A gospel of no law
Jesus wa rned His apostles this would hap p e n : “ Then many fa l s e

p rophets will rise up and deceive many. And because lawlessness will
ab o u n d, the love of many will grow cold” ( M at t h ew 24:11-12). Je s u s
explained that law l e s s n e s s , the key element in the message of the
false teach e rs , would make their ideas appealing and popular. Disre-
ga rd for God’s law would fin a l ly become the fo u n d ation of a popular
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R e g a rd for God’s law in mainstre a m
Christianity has been re m a r k a b l y
inconsistent since the Protestant Refor-
mation. On the one hand, the Te n
Commandments have been consid-
e red the greatest moral law mankind
has ever known. On the other hand,
they have usually been re g a rded as 
too inconsequential or arbitrary to be
o b l i g a t o ry for Christians.

These contradictory views of God’s
commandments became evident in
the 16th century with the theological
d i ff e rences between Martin Luther
and John Calvin, the principal
founders of Protestant theology.

Calvin believed Christians should
keep the Ten Commandments, even
though he bowed to tradition by sub-
stituting the first day of the week for
the seventh day in the Fourth Com-
mandment. Calvin’s view, though 
popular in past centuries, steadily lost
g round during the 20th century.

Today most Christian denomina-
tions re flect, at least in practice,
L u t h e r’s view toward the command-
ments of God. Luther incorre c t l y
assumed that the apostle Paul had
rejected the authority of the Old Te s t a-
ment just as Luther had rejected the
authority of the Catholic hierarchy of
his day. But Luther’s perception of
P a u l ’s teachings was inaccurate.

Luther saw that Paul taught salva-
tion by grace through faith (Ephesians
2:8). But Luther took this teaching one
step too far, and therein lies the sourc e

of his colossal error that later shaped
the views of hundreds of millions of
people around the world.

He taught that salvation is by 
f a i t h alone. By this he meant that
laws in the Old Testament, including
the Ten Commandments, are not
binding on Christians. He taught that
a simple belief in Christ is suff i c i e n t
for salvation—that faith alone is all
that is necessary. As a result, Luther
pitted the Scriptures of the Old and
New Testaments against each other.

James D.G. Dunn, Lightfoot pro-
fessor of divinity at the University 
of Durham, England, explains that
L u t h e r’s first incorrect assumption 
was that Paul’s personal experience 
in Judaism was identical to his own
experience in the Catholicism of his
d a y. Luther incorrectly assumed Paul
was troubled by his personal re l a t i o n-
ship to God’s law. 

Dunn then explains: “The tro u b l e
with all this is that when Paul speaks
explicitly of his own experience before
he became a Christian there is nothing
of all of this . . . In Philippians 3:6 he
states quite simply that prior to his
conversion he re g a rded himself as
‘blameless as re g a rds righteousness
within the law.’ In other words, there
is no indication or hint of a period of
guilt-ridden anxiety [in Paul], like that
s u ff e red by Luther. ”

“The second assumption Luther
made,” continues Dunn, “was that
the Judaism of Paul’s time was just like

the mediaeval Catholicism of Luther’s
d a y, at least so far as the teaching
about God’s justice and justific a t i o n
w e re concerned. The second assump-
tion was natural, given the first. If
Paul had made the same discovery 
of faith as Luther, then he must also
have been reacting against the same
misunderstanding as Luther” (The 
Justice of God, 1994, pp. 13-14).

As a result of these inaccurate
assumptions, Luther concluded that
C h r i s t ’s death abolished the laws of
God in the Old Testament. He mistak-
enly deduced that Paul taught the
same thing.

But that was not what Paul
believed or taught. During the past 30
years Paul’s obedience to the teach-
ings of the Old Testament Scripture s
have been categorically confirmed by
many Christian and Jewish scholars.

H e re are some comments fro m
scholars on this subject from R e m o v-
ing Anti-Judaism from the Pulpit
(edited by Howard Kee, emeritus 
p rofessor of biblical studies at Boston
U n i v e r s i t y, and Irvin Boro w s k y, chair-
man of the American Interfaith 
Institute, 1996).

John T. Pawlikowski, a professor 
at the Catholic Theological Union of
Social Ethics, Chicago, says: “The
claimed total opposition to Torah [Old
Testament teachings] which theolo-
gians, especially in the Pro t e s t a n t
c h u rches, frequently made the basis
for their theological contrast between
Christianity and Judaism (fre e d o m /
grace vs. Law) now appears to re s t
on something less than solid ground” 
(p. 32). Also: “It is now becoming
i n c reasingly apparent to biblical 

scholars that the lack of a deep
immersion into the spirit and content
of the Hebrew Scriptures leaves the
c o n t e m p o r a ry Christian with a tru n-
cated version of Jesus’ message. In
e ffect, what remains is an emascu-
lated version of biblical spirituality”
(p. 31, emphasis added thro u g h o u t ) .

R o b e rt J. Daly, professor of theol-
ogy and a Jesuit priest, tells us,
“ E x p ressed bluntly from the Christian
perspective, to be anti-Jewish is to be
a n t i - C h r i s t i a n ” (p. 52).

F rederick Holmgren, re s e a rch pro-
fessor of Old Testament at a Chicago
s e m i n a ry, explains the significance 
of the discoveries of these scholars:
“Despite Jesus’ conflict with some
i n t e r p reters of his day, both Jewish
and Christian scholars see him as
one who honored and followed the
L a w.” Holmgren also explains that
“Jesus embraced the Torah of
Moses; he came not to end it but 
to fulfill it (Matt. 5:17)—to carry its
teachings forw a rd . F u rt h e r, to those
who came to him seeking etern a l
life, he held it up as the essential
teaching to be observed ( L u k e
10:25-28)” (p. 72).

These and other Christian scholars
a re changing their views of the status
of God’s laws in New Testament. One
cannot help but hope that many oth-
ers will be encouraged by their exam-
ple to change their prejudices against
obeying the Ten Commandments.
H o w e v e r, it is most unlikely this
understanding will be widely believed
and accepted because “the sinful
mind is hostile to God” and “does
not submit to God’s law, nor can it 
do so” (Romans 8:7, NIV).

Changes in Christian Scholars’
Perspective on God’s Law
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N ow a pro blem even more sinister developed among the scat t e re d
c o n gregations of God’s people. False teach e rs , instead of trying to
impose more law on ge n t i l e s , b egan exploiting God’s mercy — t h e
grace of God—to advo c ate the idea that Christians have been l i b e r -
at e d f rom the law and no longer need to obey it. Howeve r, God say s
t ra n s gressing His law is sin (1 John 3:4).

These teach e rs misrep resented God’s law as an unnecessary 
bu rden. John re s p o n d e d : “ For this is the love of God, t h at we ke ep
His commandments. And His commandments are not bu rd e n s o m e ”
(1 John 5:3).

C o n t ra ry to the idea of being l i b e rated f rom law, James calls God’s
commandments a “ royal law ” and the “ l aw of libert y ” ( James 2:8-12).
God designed His law to guarantee freedom from the consequences of
s u ch evils as adultery, mu rd e r, t h e f t , f raud and cove t o u s n e s s .

It is s i n , not God’s law, t h at enslaves us (Romans 6:6). We become
f ree from the enslavement to sin by obeying God (ve rse 17). Pa u l
explains that obedience and righteousness are insep a rabl e. “ For it is
not those who hear the law who are righteous in God’s sight, but it 
is those who o b ey the law who will be decl a red ri g h t e o u s ” ( R o m a n s
2 : 1 3 , N I V ) .

Satan the devil: master deceiver

Those who promoted these lawless principles we re influenced 
by Satan. Paul said: “ For such are false ap o s t l e s , deceitful wo rke rs ,
t ra n s fo rming themselves into apostles of Christ. And no wonder! Fo r
S atan himself tra n s fo rms himself into an angel of light. Th e re fo re it
is no gre at thing if his ministers also tra n s fo rm themselves into min -
i s t e rs of ri g h t e o u s n e s s , whose end will be according to their wo rk s ”
(2 Corinthians 11:13-15).

S atan hates God’s law. He is a master deceive r. Nat u ra l ly, he will
s p a re no effo rt to infil t rate the Church Christ fo u n d e d.

To accomplish his purp o s e, S atan uses people to mislead other
p e o p l e. It is easy for him to influence human beings who desire to
t e a ch others when they are motivated by personal ambition. This is
e s p e c i a l ly true if they lack a proper understanding of the Scri p t u re s .
S atan simply takes adva n t age of their desire to be spiritual teach e rs .
He seduces suscep t i ble individuals to pay lip service to Christ wh i l e
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9:1-15) because they we re “ c o n c e rned only with foods and dri n k s ,
va rious wa s h i n g s , and fle s h ly ordinances imposed until the time 
of re fo rm at i o n ” ( H eb rews 9:10).

But the apostles never rega rded God’s spiritual law s , s u m m a ri ze d
by the Ten Commandments, as being in the same cat ego ry with
“ fle s h ly ord i n a n c e s .” Th ey always supported obedience to God’s com-
mandments. Paul made this cl e a r : “ C i rcumcision is nothing and uncir-
cumcision is nothing, but ke eping the commandments of God is wh at
m at t e rs ” (1 Corinthians 7:19). He concl u d e d : “Do we then make vo i d
the law through faith? Cert a i n ly not! On the contra ry, we establish the
l aw ” (Romans 3:31).

D i s t o rted view of God’s grace

Just as Jesus had fo re t o l d, u n s c rupulous teach e rs pounced on the
t e a chings of Paul and the other apostles and twisted their meaning 
(2 Peter 3:15-16). By distorting the ap o s t l e s ’ wo rd s , first about gra c e
and then about those “ fle s h ly ord i n a n c e s ” t h at are no longer neces-
s a ry, t h ey discove red a way to excuse their unlawful behav i o r. “ Fo r
c e rtain men have crept in unnoticed, who long ago we re marked out
for this condemnat i o n , u n go d ly men, who turn the grace of our God
into lewdness [shameful behavior] and deny the only Lord God and
our Lord Jesus Chri s t ” ( Jude 4).

To them, grace excused sin—the breaking of God’s law — by
a l l owing them to disrega rd scri p t u ral teachings they did not like. Th ey
twisted Pa u l ’s ex p l a n ation that we cannot earn salvation with our ow n
“ wo rk s ” into an excuse for making no effo rt to obey God.

Peter pinpointed their real pro blem. Th ey “despise authori t y ” :
“ Th ey are pre s u m p t u o u s , s e l f - w i l l e d. Th ey are not afraid to speak ev i l
of dignitaries . . .” (2 Peter 2:10). A dominant ch a ra c t e ristic of these
d e c e ive rs was their eage rness to ve r b a l ly at t a ck and undermine the
apostles and elders who we re the true shep h e rds of God’s flo ck .

As a consequence, said Pe t e r, “ t h ey have fo rs a ken the right way
and gone astray . . .” ( ve rse 15). “ For when they speak gre at swe l l i n g
wo rds of emptiness, t h ey allure through the lusts of the fle s h , t h ro u g h
l ew d n e s s , the ones who have actually escaped from those who live in
e rro r. While they promise them libert y, t h ey themselves are slaves of
c o rruption . . .” ( ve rses 18-19).
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retains just enough truth in his doctrines to persuade people they are
fo l l owing Christ. But he introduces sufficient error to prevent them
f rom living the way that would ultimat e ly lead to eternal life.

Why disobedience appeals to human nature

S atan is successful in deceiving humanity for good reason. Th e
apostle Paul explains that the nat u ral mind of man—the mind that is
not guided by God’s Spirit—cannot always see the purpose behind
G o d ’s laws. “But the nat u ral man does not re c e ive the things of the
S p i rit of God, for they are foolishness to him; nor can he know them,
because they are spiri t u a l ly discern e d ” (1 Corinthians 2:14).

Most people are not ove rt ly hostile towa rd many of God’s law s .
Th ey usually re c og n i ze that deeds such as mu rder and theft are
w ro n g. Howeve r, t h ey are hostile—perhaps without re c ognizing 
their innate hostility—towa rd laws that ch a l l e n ge their own pers o n a l ,
n at u ral way of thinking. In that sense lawlessness appeals to people.

Paul explains why disobedience can appeal to our baser instincts:
“ . . . The carnal mind is enmity against God; for it is not subject to
the law of God, nor indeed can be” (Romans 8:7). The carn a l , o r
fle s h ly, mind not only lacks spiritual discern m e n t , it resents God’s
a u t h o rity as ex p ressed in His laws. The New Intern ational Ve rs i o n
t ra n s l ates this ve rs e : “ . . . The sinful mind is hostile to God. It does
not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so.”

We call this sinful tendency human nat u re —a combination of
human weakness and acquired attitudes resulting from Sat a n ’s influ-
ence on people. Satan exploits human nat u re. He uses his false teach-
e rs to convince other people that they are “ l i b e rat e d ” f rom the laws of
G o d, thus excusing their tendency to be hostile towa rd God’s law s .
S o , rather than abandoning a life of law l e s s n e s s , those led astray by
this deception continue in sin. Thinking their disobedient actions are
p e rm i s s i ble to God, t h ey fail to re c og n i ze, at least in some of their
beliefs and behav i o r, the gravity of their sinful actions.

But the apostle James makes it clear that this ap p ro a ch and at t i t u d e
to God’s royal law are entire ly wro n g. “ For wh o ever shall ke ep the
whole law and yet stumble in one point, he is guilty of all” ( Ja m e s
2:10). The context shows James is speaking of the Ten Command-
ments (ve rses 8-9, 11). God’s fundamental law is made up of 10
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c re ating their own new sets of doctrines and ignoring or disobey i n g
p o rtions of God’s law s .

Paul told Timothy to “charge some that they teach no other 
d o c t ri n e ” and have a “ p u re heart ,” “ good conscience” and “ s i n c e re
fa i t h , . . . from wh i ch some, h aving straye d, h ave turned aside to idle
t a l k , d e s i ring to be teach e rs of the law, u n d e rstanding neither wh at
t h ey say nor the things wh i ch they affi rm ” (1 Ti m o t hy 1:3, 6 - 7 ) .

S i n c e re but misguided re l i gious leaders can and do accept doc-
t rines that permit them to break some of God’s commandments.
Then they persuade others to believe as they do. Sadly, t h rough the
d ev i l ’s influ e n c e, t h ey convince themselves that their misguided
c o n c epts are ri g h t e o u s — t h at God is pleased with them. Th ey
b e l i eve the false doctrines they teach. Although sincere, t h ey are
s i n c e re ly mistake n .

Paul say s , “ The coming of the lawless one [a future teacher wh o
will advo c ate doctrines contra ry to God’s laws] is according to the
wo rking of Satan . . . with all unrighteous deception among those
who peri s h , because they did not re c e ive the love of the tru t h , t h at
t h ey might be save d. And for this reason God will send them stro n g
d e l u s i o n , t h at they should believe the lie” (2 Thessalonians 2:9-11).
P ro b ably none of the misguided teach e rs perc e ives he is in re a l i t y
a dvo c ating Sat a n ’s point of view.

H oweve r, by cre ating a counterfe i t - C h ristian re l i gion—one that 
is not entire ly diffe rent from the true Church but rejects some of the
essential biblical teachings that lead to eternal life — S atan is at t e m p t-
ing to thwa rt God’s plan for the salvation of mankind. Remember,
Jesus say s , “if you want to enter into life, ke ep the commandments”
( M at t h ew 19:17). Th at is ex a c t ly wh at the devil wants to prevent. 
He promotes a lawless Christianity that teaches we can selective ly
o b ey—or even ignore — G o d ’s commandments.

L awlessness in va rying degrees is the centerpiece of Sat a n ’s coun-
t e r feit doctrines. His purpose is to convince people that they are serv-
ing Christ while cutting them off from salvation by clouding their
u n d e rstanding of wh at sin is so they will continue in sin—so they 
will practice at least some degree of law l e s s n e s s .

To accomplish his purp o s e, S atan exploits human nat u re. He sway s
people to believe his deceptions (1 John 5:19; Reve l ation 12:9). Sat a n
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p o i n t s , and He re q u i res us to observe them all—in letter and spiri t .

A falling away from truth begins

C h rist praised the ch u rch in Ephesus for refusing to fo l l ow fa l s e
apostles who tried to take adva n t age of their human nat u re and
seduce them. “I know your wo rk s , your lab o r, your pat i e n c e, a n d
t h at you cannot bear those who are evil. And you have tested those
who say they are apostles and are not, and have found them liars ”
( R eve l ation 2:2).

But not eve ryone in eve ry congregation fo l l owed the example of
the ch u rch in Ephesus. Many accepted the teachings of the false ap o s-
tles and reve rted to sinning. Th at is why Peter wro t e : “ For if, a f t e r
t h ey have escaped the pollutions of the wo rld through the know l e d ge
of the Lord and Savior Jesus Chri s t , t h ey are again entangled in them
and ove rc o m e, the latter end is wo rse for them than the begi n n i n g.
For it would have been better for them not to have known the way of
ri g h t e o u s n e s s , than having known it, to turn from the holy command-
ment delive red to them” (2 Peter 2:20-21).

People began turning away from the teachings of Chri s t ’s true ap o s-
tles. Th ey accepted the philosophies of false teach e rs. Peter had ex p l i c-
i t ly wa rned that this would occur. He said false teach e rs would ari s e
“among yo u , who will secre t ly bring in destru c t ive here s i e s , eve n
d e nying the Lord who bought them, and bring on themselves sw i f t
d e s t ruction. And many will fo l l ow their destru c t ive way s , because of
whom the way of truth will be bl a s p h e m e d ” (2 Peter 2:1-2).

Peter anticipated that not just a few — but m a ny —C h ristians wo u l d
t u rn aside from the truth to fo l l ow doctrines that we re more ap p e a l i n g
to the carnal mind. Later John confirms this hap p e n e d. “ Th ey we n t
out from us, but they we re not of us; for if they had been of us, t h ey
would have continued with us; but they went out that they might be
made manife s t , t h at none of them we re of us” (1 John 2:19).

B a rn abas and Saul (later renamed Paul) encountered a fa l s e
p rophet determined to turn people away from the truth. “ N ow wh e n
t h ey had gone through the island to Pap h o s , t h ey found a cert a i n
s o rc e re r, a false pro p h e t , a Jew whose name was Bar- Je s u s , wh o
was with the pro c o n s u l , S e rgius Paulus . . . But Elymas the sorc e re r
( for so his name is tra n s l ated) withstood them, seeking to turn the
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p roconsul away from the fa i t h ” (Acts 13:6-8).
On other occasions the pro blem lay with false bre t h ren (Galat i a n s

2:4). Paul re fe rred to his trials “in perils of wat e rs , in perils of ro b-
b e rs , in perils of my own country m e n , in perils of the Gentiles, i n
p e rils in the city, in perils in the wildern e s s , in perils in the sea, i n
p e rils among false bre t h re n ” (2 Corinthians 11:26).

These false Christians had not become a ge nuine thre at just to
Pa u l ’s safety and effe c t ive n e s s , but they had also become a signific a n t
p a rt of the visible Christian commu n i t y. Some may have fin a l ly go n e
out from God’s special people but continued calling themselves Chri s-
tian. Others became members of new and supposedly liberated sects
t h at retained the name Christian. Still others pro b ably remained in the
fe l l owship of true believe rs and over time subve rted congregations to
their own heretical teach i n g s .

A false Christianity was beginning to take a firm hold.

True Christians forced out of congre g a t i o n s

As the teachings of false ministers gained in populari t y, their fo l-
l owe rs gra d u a l ly grew to be the majority in some congregations. Th e
apostle John re c o rds one such tragic ex a m p l e : “I wrote to the ch u rch ,
but Diotrep h e s , who loves to have the preeminence among them, d o e s
not re c e ive us. Th e re fo re, if I come, I will call to mind his deeds
wh i ch he does, p rating against us with malicious wo rds. And not con-
tent with that , he himself does not re c e ive the bre t h re n , and fo r b i d s
those who wish to, putting them out of the ch u rch ” (3 John 9-10).

I n c re d i ble as it sounds, those who we re faithful to the teaching 
of the apostles we re expelled f rom this congregation. Th ey had
become the minori t y. The majority had chosen to fo l l ow Diotrep h e s ,
wh o , in his own lust for power and influ e n c e, fa l s e ly accused the
apostle John. Satan had succeeded in placing his minister over this
c o n gregat i o n , expelling the faithful servants of Jesus Chri s t .

Remember, Jesus had already warned His true servants that
this would happen: “Enter by the narrow gate; for wide is the gate
and broad is the way that leads to destruction, and there are many
who go in by it. Because narrow is the gate and difficult is the 
way which leads to life, and there are few who find it. Beware of
false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly
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In Revelation 2 and 3 Jesus Christ
sends a diff e rent message to each 
of seven churches in the Roman
p rovince of Asia (Asia Minor), part 
of modern Tu r k e y.

The number s e v e n shows com-
pleteness, just as seven days make a
complete week. The seven messages
of Revelation 2 and 3 paint us a com-
p rehensive picture of trends that had
a l ready begun and would continue
t h rough the history of the Churc h —
t rends that would dramatically shape
its future. The seven messages give us
several good indications why the deep
divisions among Christians developed
and why this divisiveness continued 
to plague subsequent generations.

The seven congregations are re p-
resented as seven candlesticks in Rev-
elation 1. Together they re p resent the
C h u rch and its mission to be the light
of the world (Matthew 5:14).

Christ stands in the midst of the
seven congregations as the source 
of their light. He is always pre s e n t
and accessible. He will make good
His promise always to be with His
C h u rch until the end of the age
(Matthew 28:20). But, as is obvious
f rom the messages to the seven con-
g regations, not everyone who comes
into the Church will remain f a i t h f u l
to Him.

The seven messages accurately
re flect conditions in the Church as it
existed in the first century. But they
a re also prophetic; they reveal some

of the reasons for later divisions.
Each of the seven congre g a t i o n s

receives a warning: “He who has an
e a r, let him hear what the Spirit says
to the churches” (Revelation 2:7, 11,
17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22). Each congre g a-
t i o n ’s message is a warning to the
other six congregations: The same 
or similar conditions could develop
among them.

In each message Christ cites
examples of obedience and disobedi-
ence among His followers, showing
whom He will bless and whom He
will reject. He lavishes compliments
w h e re approval is due. He criticizes
the unrepentant for faults that
t h reaten their relationship with Him.

The Church, when the messages
w e re written, was suffering trials,
persecution and imprisonment.
Antipas, a local resident and mart y r,
had already been killed. Christ
encourages the congregations not 
to lose heart, not to quit, not to
c o m p romise their beliefs, and—if
n e c e s s a ry—to be willing die for His
sake. He reminds them to look ahead
to the era of the Kingdom of God,
when they will help Him rule the
world in righteousness.

Jesus compliments the devoted
members for their service, labor,
patience, perseverance, endurance
and faith. However, His criticisms and
some of His other compliments are
revealing. They show that the thre a t
f rom within the Church was—and

always will be—cause for concern .
Many members of these congre-

gations had remained faithful in
spite of many hardships and trials.
But others had lost their first love.
Some are lukewarm and spiritually
b l i n d—badly needing salve for their
eyes so they can see their deteriorat-
ing spiritual condition. Christ warn s
them: “. . . I am He who searc h e s
the minds and hearts. And I will give
to each one of you according to your
works” (Revelation 2:23).

Besides the growing problem of
spiritually weak members, false
p rophets were infiltrating the congre-
gations. Doctrinal errors were devel-
oping. The doctrine of Balaam, the
teachings of the Nicolaitans and the
beguiling influence of Jezebel are
mentioned. Jesus tells the Christians
in Thyatira: "Nevertheless I have a
few things against you, because you
allow that woman Jezebel, who calls
herself a prophetess, to teach and
seduce My servants to commit sexual
immorality and eat things sacrific e d
to idols” (verse 20).

Dissent was developing fro m
within. That was the real threat to
the Church. Attending with members
of these congregations were two
types of people. The faithful mem-
bers are those “who cannot bear
those who are evil” and “have not
known the depths of Satan” (verses
2, 24). But the implication is clear
that others could and did “ b e a r
those who were evil,” and some
w e re beginning to plumb “the
depths of Satan.”

We find a portrait of the Churc h
near the end of the apostolic era.

Satan had successfully infiltrated con-
g regations raised up by the apostles.
He lures people away from the faith
of Christ, using false prophets to
i n t roduce his attitudes and teachings.

But, in spite of the devil’s eff o rt s ,
many of the bre t h ren re m a i n e d
s t rong and faithful, holding fast to
the apostles’ teachings. Christ com-
plimented them: “. . . You have
tested those who say they are apos-
tles and are not, and have found
them liars” (verse 2).

Others, who had lost intere s t ,
w e re beguiled by the heresies of
Satan—a being “who deceives the
whole world” (Revelation 12:9). 
One entire congregation was alre a d y
spiritually dead, having only a few
members who were not already too
d e filed to count as converted Chris-
tians. Satan had succeeded in taking
over a large portion of Christianity.

So here we find, from Christ’s 
own messages to His Church, that
two distinct classifications of Chris-
tians emerged from the apostolic era.
One group was faithful; the other
consisted of people who, for many
reasons, were moving further and fur-
ther away from the true faith of God.

Many who were unfaithful ulti-
mately departed from God’s tru t h .
“They went out from us,” says John,
“but they were not of us; for if they
had been of us, they would have
continued with us; but they went out
that they might be made manifest,
that none of them were of us” 
(1 John 2:19).

Two distinct religions developed
f rom the apostolic era: one faithful 
to Christ, the other deceived by Satan.

Early Trends That Aff e c t e d
the Future of the Churc h
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had defe ated another powerful contender for the right to replace Dio-
cletian as empero r, but he still had many enemies, and his political
position remained insecure. In all the empire, o n ly Christians we re
unaligned politically. Constantine immediat e ly saw an opportunity to
use this fo rm e rly persecuted and politically alienated re l i gious body
to strengthen his hold on the empire.

Fi rst he lega l i zed Chri s t i a n i t y. Th e n , o n ly two ye a rs lat e r, he called
all the divided pro fe s s i n g - C h ristian groups together to hammer out a
u n i fied system of belief. He wanted a united re l i gious body that wa s
p o l i t i c a l ly committed to him.

To ach i eve this, Constantine presided over doctrinal deliberat i o n s
and dictated statements of belief wh e n ever disagreements could not
be re s o l ved amicably. He soon successfully molded the bicke ri n g
groups of counterfeit Christians who we re willing to accept state 
c o n t rol into a strong and unified vassal of the Roman Empire.

Williston Wa l ke r, fo rmer pro fessor of ecclesiastical history at Ya l e
U n ive rs i t y, tells us that , in 323, “Constantine was at last the sole ru l e r
of the Roman wo rl d. The ch u rch was eve ry wh e re free from pers e c u-
tion . . . But, in winning its freedom from its enemies, it had come
l a rge ly under the control of the occupant of the Roman imperi a l
t h ro n e. A fateful union with the state had beg u n ” (A History of the
C h ristian Church , 1 9 4 6 , p. 111).

A religion transformed through syncre t i s m

As this new re l i gi o n — n ow supported by the Roman empero rs —
grew in power and influ e n c e, it sought to become a tru ly unive rs a l
ch u rch. In its ambition to add more members , m a ny new conve rt s —
and many new pra c t i c e s — we re welcomed into its fo l d.

C h a rles Guigneb e rt , p ro fessor of the history of Christianity at the
U n ive rsity of Pa ri s , d e s c ribed the pro c e s s : “ N ow at the beginning of
the fifth century, the ignorant and the semi-Christians thro n ged into
the Church in nu m b e rs . . . Th ey had fo rgotten none of their paga n
customs . . . The bishops of that period had to content themselve s
with re d re s s i n g, as best they could, and in ex p e rimental fa s h i o n , t h e
s h o cking malfo rm ations of the Christian faith wh i ch they perc e ive d
a round them . . .

“ [ P ro p e rly instructing conve rts] was out of the question; they had
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they are ravenous wolves” (Matthew 7:13-15).
He also said: “Isaiah was right when he prophesied about you hy p-

o c rites; as it is wri t t e n : ‘ These people honour me with their lips, bu t
their hearts are far from me. Th ey wo rship me in va i n ; their teach i n g s
a re but rules taught by men.’ You have let go of the commands of God
and are holding on to the traditions of men” ( M a rk 7:6-8, N I V ) .

N ow we can understand why Paul explained to Christians in Rome
the ap p ro p ri ate response to those who we re stirring up division within
the Church. “ N ow I urge yo u , b re t h re n , note those who cause div i-
sions and offe n s e s , c o n t ra ry to the doctrine wh i ch you learn e d, a n d
avoid them” (Romans 16:17).

C o u n t e rfeit Christianity dominates

By the end of the third century the true servants of God had
become a distinct minority among those who called themselve s
C h ristians. The counterfeit Christianity had become the majori t y.

False teach e rs had successfully gained a far larger fo l l owing than the
faithful ministers of God. Howeve r, h i s t o ry shows the counterfeit sects
we re not united in their beliefs. Many factions existed among them.

N eve rt h e l e s s , d ivided and unconve rted as it wa s , this new brand of
C h ristianity rap i d ly expanded its membership and became the visibl e
C h ristian ch u rch. Purp o rting to offer salvat i o n , but without the neces-
sity of real rep e n t a n c e, it held just enough truth to appeal to the masses.

In spite of its fa u l t s , it ap p e a red to offer a hope unequaled by any
p agan re l i gion at that time. None of the pagan re l i gions offe red a
b e l i evable way for people to re c e ive fo rgiveness of sins and obtain
e t e rnal life. This new re l i gion seemed to offer just that. Little did its
fo l l owe rs re a l i ze that its pro m i s e s , without real rep e n t a n c e, we re
made in va i n .

By the end of the third century this counterfeit Christianity was 
a squabbl i n g, b i t t e rly divided re l i gion. But at the beginning of the
fo u rth century two things happened that ab ru p t ly altered the course of
C h ristian history. Fi rs t , the Roman emperor Diocletian intensified the
p o l i cy of many previous Roman empero rs of persecuting Chri s t i a n s
and ord e red that all Christian manu s c ripts be bu rn e d. This dra m at i-
c a l ly re n ewed a cl i m ate of fear throughout the Christian commu n i t y.

Ten ye a rs later another empero r, C o n s t a n t i n e, came to powe r. He
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The Church of God
To d ay
“ T h e re f o re by their fruits you will know them. Not
e v e ryone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter the
kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of My
Father in heaven” (Matthew 7:20-21).

Jesus promised His Church that the “ gates of Hades”—the grave —
would never prevail against it. The true Church of God would not die
out; it would surv ive any attempts to destroy it.

H ow can you find that true Church of God, the Church Jesus bu i l t ?
H ow can you locate God’s special people in the midst of the splin-
t e red and fra c t u red faith that we know as Christianity? Wh at distin-
guishes them from those to whom Jesus Christ said, “I never knew
you”? (Mat t h ew 7:23).

To answer these questions we need to understand an important 
lesson Jesus explained in a parabl e.

A lesson from a tax collector
To re c og n i ze the distinction between conve rted servants of God and

those whose righteousness is measured by their traditions or opinions,
we must see beyond impre s s ive outwa rd ap p e a rances. In His parabl e
about the Pharisee and the publican (tax collector), Jesus shows how 
to discern the traits with wh i ch God is impressed as compared with the
ch a ra c t e ristics that tend to impress people (Luke 18:9-14).
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to be content with teaching them no more than the symbol of bap-
tism and then baptizing them en masse, postponing until a later dat e
the task of era d i c ating their supers t i t i o n s , wh i ch they pre s e rve d
intact . . . This ‘ l ater dat e ’ n ever arrive d, and the Church adapted 
to hers e l f, as well as she could, them and their customs and beliefs.
On their side, t h ey we re content to d ress up their paganism in a
C h ristian cl o a k ” (The Early History of Chri s t i a n i t y, 1 9 2 7 , p. 208-
2 1 0 , emphasis added thro u g h o u t ) .

Wh at was the result? This stat e - d o m i n ated Christianity became a
b i z a rre synthesis of beliefs, p ractices and customs from many sourc e s .

As Guigneb e rt ex p l a i n e d : “It is sometimes ve ry difficult to tell
ex a c t ly from wh i ch pagan rite a particular Christian rite is derive d, bu t
it remains certain that the spirit of p agan ritualism became i m p re s s e d
upon Chri s t i a n i t y, to such an extent that at last the whole of it might be
found distri buted through its cere m o n i e s ” (p. 121).

In those early centuries the counterfeit Christianity that the ap o s t l e s
of Jesus Christ had fought so hard to contain grew in size and popular-
i t y. In later centuries this re l i gion would fragment rep e at e d ly into com-
peting denominations. Tragi c a l ly, h oweve r, none completely re t u rn e d
to the ori ginal practices and teachings of Jesus Christ and the ap o s t l e s .
This fact is re c og n i zed by many modern biblical sch o l a rs. (See
“ C h a n ges in Christian Sch o l a rs ’ Pe rs p e c t ive on God’s Law,” p. 44.)

Meanwhile, those who, through these many centuries, have
faithfully continued to yield their lives to God in sincere obedience
to His laws are still, comparatively speaking, only a “little flock” in
a confused world.
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lesson—because of his own ex p e riences. Paul had been a Phari s e e,
a member of one of the most strict Jewish groups of his day. He wa s
s i n c e re in wh at he believed and pra c t i c e d. He summed up his ow n
zeal and adherence to the pre c epts he had learned as a Phari s e e :

“If anyone makes claims [of righteousness in the fle s h ] , I can
m a ke a stro n ger case for my s e l f : c i rcumcised on the eighth day,
I s raelite by ra c e, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Heb rew born and bre d ;
in my practice of the law a Phari s e e, in zeal for re l i gion a pers e c u t o r
of the ch u rch , by the law ’s standard of righteousness without fa u l t ”
(Philippians 3:4-6, R evised English Bibl e ) .

Paul explained the reason for the existence of the spiritual bl i n d-
ness he had so ze a l o u s ly rep re s e n t e d : “ B re t h re n , my heart ’s desire
and prayer to God for Israel is that they may be save d. For I bear
them witness that they have a zeal for God, but not according to
k n ow l e d ge. For they being ignorant of God’s ri g h t e o u s n e s s , and seek-
ing to establish their own ri g h t e o u s n e s s , h ave not submitted to the
righteousness of God” (Romans 10:1-3).

This is a common problem. Paul persecuted the Church of 
God because of his spiritual blindness and self-righteousness. Later
he thanked “Christ Jesus our Lord who has enabled me, because
He counted me faithful, putting me into the ministry, although 
I was formerly a blasphemer, a persecutor, and an insolent man;
but I obtained mercy because I did it ignorantly in unbelief”
(1 Timothy 1:12-13).

Pa u l , a devout Phari s e e, was sincere. But he was s i n c e re ly wro n g.
After God opened his mind he could see just how wrong he had been.

The condition of Christianity

The highly visibl e, popular Christianity of our age abounds with
C h ristians who are mu ch like Paul was befo re God called him to
rep e n t a n c e. Th ey are sincere but lack understanding of the ri g h t e o u s-
ness of God. Like the Pharisee in Chri s t ’s parabl e, t h ey cannot
b e l i eve they could possibly be wro n g. Th ey neglect obedience to
G o d ’s law because of their lack of unders t a n d i n g — h aving been vic-
t i m i zed by a false go s p e l — yet they are sincere ly convinced they are
s e rving Jesus Chri s t .

Like Paul before God called him, they do not recognize sin in
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In this parable the Pharisee sets an impre s s ive ex a m p l e. He ap p e a rs
the model of go d l i n e s s , one who does all the right things. He fa i t h-
f u l ly tithes and spurns injustice and immora l i t y. He fasts and pray s
reg u l a rly and fre q u e n t ly. Th at he thanks God for his ri g h t e o u s n e s s
i n d i c ates a conviction that his own re l i gious ap p ro a ch to life is pleas-
ing to God. He sees himself as a righteous man. No doubt he gre at ly
i m p resses others as we l l .

The tax collector, h oweve r, holds a far diffe rent view of himself—
and has a far diffe rent rep u t ation. A nyone would have suspected him
of being corru p t , filled with greed and graft. Hard ly anyone wo u l d
h ave trusted the tax official; most people would have avoided him like
a disease.

Ye t , in this parabl e, who is the ge nuine servant of God? The tax
collector is the one who tru ly repents and re c og n i zes his insignifi-
cance compared with God. He sees his past for wh at it is. He admits
his sins and humbly asks fo rgiveness. He displays an attitude similar
to that of Christ—“not My will, but Yo u rs , be done” ( L u ke 22:42). 
A spiritual tra n s fo rm ation occurs in his life.

But the Phari s e e, c o n fid e n t ly believing himself to be a true serva n t
of God, remains blinded to his own spiritual condition. He believe s
his ap p ro a ch to God is ri g h t , c o nvincing himself that he is pleasing
G o d. But he has no comprehension of true rep e n t a n c e. He is among
those “ who trusted in themselves that they we re ri g h t e o u s , a n d
despised others ” ( L u ke 18:9).

Who would you have chosen as God’s servant if you had been aske d
to decide between the Pharisee and the tax collector? Would you have
c o rre c t ly discerned the one who was accep t able to God? Or would yo u
h ave been impressed by the ap p a rent righteousness of the Phari s e e
because he ap p e a red to be an outstanding spiritual ex a m p l e, a member
of one of the most pre s t i gious re l i gious groups among his people?

We must re a l i ze that God views people diffe re n t ly from the way 
we view them. We can see the outside of a pers o n , but God sees inside
p e o p l e. “ For the LO R D does not see as man sees; for man looks at the
o u t wa rd ap p e a ra n c e, but the LO R D looks at the heart ” (1 Samuel 16:7).

How Paul was deceived

The apostle Paul is a classic example of a man who learned his 
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had no know l e d ge of the true God or His ways had no such fo u n d a-
tion. (Ye t , a c c o rding to Romans 2:14-15, some gentiles had a will-
ing and obedient attitude even without proper know l e d ge—to the
e m b a rrassment of disobedient Israelites who knew the law. )

But the principle applies. And so it is with those who believe the
B i ble is God’s Wo rd but think they can pick and choose wh i ch bibl i-
cal teachings they wish to ap p ly to their own lives. Th ey have been
taught to ignore some of the commandments of God and accept the
t raditions of men. But many of them are at least familiar with the
B i bl e. Th at is of gre at va l u e.

H aving know l e d ge of the Bible can provide the same adva n t age 
to them as it did to the Jews of Pa u l ’s day. But, to cap i t a l i ze on that
a dva n t age, t h ey must l e a rn to understand the Bible corre c t ly and let 
it be their u l t i m ate guide in belief and pra c t i c e. A false Chri s t i a n i t y,
under the influence of Sat a n , has misled the many, and only those few
who obey God are His special people. 

Examine your own understanding

You may be mu ch like the Jews Paul wrote about. Maybe yo u ,
although familiar with the Bibl e, a re only beginning to understand 
its basic teachings. Maybe you are just now learning the import a n c e
of ke eping God’s commandments, real rep e n t a n c e, the destiny of
m a n k i n d, the Kingdom of God, the meaning of salvation and wh at
the Church of God that Jesus built re a l ly is.

If you are already familiar with the Bible, you have a distinct
advantage. Continue to study it, diligently adding to what you
know and correcting what you have misunderstood. If you are
unfamiliar with the Bible, it will be to your advantage to learn
what it teaches. It contains knowledge essential to salvation 
(2 Timothy 3:15-17). (For additional help, be sure to request
Is the Bible True? and How to Understand the Bible. Both booklets
are yours free for the asking.)

A b ove all else, let God correct you through His Wo rd. Have the
attitude of Dav i d : “ S e a rch me, O God, and know my heart; test me
and know my thoughts. See if there is any wicked way in me, a n d
lead me in the way eve rl a s t i n g ” (Psalm 139:23-24, N R S V ) .

If you wish to find the true Church of God that Christ built—
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themselves. Because of their lack of understanding, they do not
even know what sin really is. If asked for the biblical definition 
of sin, most would have no idea how or where God defines sin 
in the Bible.

As those who came befo re them, t h ey fo l l ow “ t raditions of men”
in place of the commandments of God. Th ey have been bl i n d e d
t h rough Sat a n ’s perva s ive influence on people’s beliefs.

M a ny of them are sincere. Th ey have learned enough about the
p u rpose of Chri s t ’s life, d e ath and re s u rrection to understand some 
of God’s plan to save mankind. Many read the Bible reg u l a rly and
s i n c e re ly want to please God. But, s a d ly, t h ey, l i ke Paul befo re God
called him, remain blinded to the real meaning of sin, rep e n t a n c e
and conve rs i o n .

Is the know l e d ge they have gained and the respect they have fo r
the Bible all in vain? No. When God opens their eyes to truth and
t h ey willingly ack n ow l e d ge their mistake s , t h ey will re c og n i ze the
t rue definition of sin and rep e n t .

The advantage of knowing the Bible

When the Church of God began on that Day of Pentecost long ago ,
it ori gi n ated among the only people on earth who we re intimat e ly
familiar with the Holy Scri p t u res. Know l e d ge of those Scri p t u re s
gave them a tremendous adva n t age.

Paul asks: “ Wh at adva n t age, t h e n , is there in being a Jew, or wh at
value is there in circumcision? Much in eve ry way! Fi rst of all, t h ey
h ave been entrusted with the ve ry wo rds of God” (Romans 3:1-2, N I V ) .

Pa u l ’s fe l l ow Israelites held to inaccurate ideas about many impor-
tant parts of Scri p t u re (as is the case with many people who consider
t h e m s e l ves Christians today). But most of them had at least learn e d
m a ny basic truths. Th at was their adva n t age.

B i blical know l e d ge provides an adva n t age—to an indiv i d u a l , to 
a commu n i t y, to a whole nation. A nyone who knows the Bible has
gained an adva n t age. Those who p ractice wh at they know have an
even gre ater adva n t age.

H aving alre a dy acquired mu ch biblical know l e d ge in their homes
and synagog u e s , Pa u l ’s countrymen had a fo u n d ation on wh i ch they
could bu i l d. Wh at they had learned was not wa s t e d. Gentiles wh o
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a doer, he is like a man observing his nat u ral face in a mirror; for he
o b s e rves himself, goes away, and immediat e ly fo rgets wh at kind of
man he was. But he who looks into the perfect law of liberty and con-
t i nues in it, and is not a fo rgetful hearer but a doer of the wo rk , t h i s
one will be blessed in wh at he does” ( James 1:22-25).

God will not accept mere lip serv i c e. Jesus said, “ These people
d raw near to Me with their mouth, and honor Me with their lips, bu t
their heart is far from Me” ( M at t h ew 15:8). He also said, “A go o d
man out of the good tre a s u re of his heart brings fo rth good things,
and an evil man out of the evil tre a s u re brings fo rth evil things”
( M at t h ew 12:35).

The hearts and minds of God’s servants are tra n s fo rmed by His
S p i rit so they want to obey Him. Th ey willingly submit to and obey
G o d. Serving God is a way of life, not an empty ritual. True Chri s t i a n s
b e l i eve God, and they practice wh at they believe.

The evidence of their obedience can be re a d i ly observed in the
f ruits of their lives. Tru ly you can know them “ by their fru i t s ,” e s p e-
c i a l ly the fruits of love and obedience. (For a fuller ex p l a n ation of love
and obedience, request our free booklet The Ten Commandments.)

How God’s laws define love

E ve rything God re q u i res of His people, and eve ry tenet of right 
l iving in the Bibl e, is founded on two basic pri n c i p l e s : l oving God
and l oving our fe l l ow m a n .

One man asked Je s u s , “ Te a ch e r, wh i ch is the gre at command-
ment in the law ? ” ( M at t h ew 22:36). Jesus answe re d : “‘ You shall
l ove the LO R D your God with all your heart , with all your soul, a n d
with all your mind.’This is the first and gre at commandment. A n d
the second is like it: ‘ You shall love your neighbor as yo u rs e l f.’
On these two commandments hang all the Law and the Pro p h e t s ”
( ve rses 37-40).

G o d ’s special people understand the Scri p t u res. Th ey know that
the design and purpose of God’s law are based on loving God and
l oving other people. Th ey understand that tre ating others as God 
commands is love.

Th rough Moses, God asked ancient Isra e l , “ . . . Wh at does the
LO R D your God re q u i re of yo u , but to fear the LO R D your God, t o
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those “special people of God”—you need to know what you are
seeking. You need to know the key characteristics that identify
God’s people.

You shall know them by their fru i t s

M o re than any other fa c t o r, it is the fruits of God’s people that tell
the story. “ Th e re fo re by their fruits you will know them,” s ays Je s u s .
“Not eve ryone who says to Me, ‘ L o rd, L o rd,’ shall enter the king-
dom of heave n , but he who does the will of My Father in heave n ”
( M at t h ew 7:20-21).

You want to locate other people who are special to God because
t h ey do God’s will. Th at is the fruit that Jesus says is most import a n t .
He also say s , “By this all will know that you are My disciples, if yo u
h ave love for one another” ( John 13:35). The special people of God
not only do God’s will, t h ey do it “because the love of God has been
p o u red out in [their] hearts by the Holy Spirit [wh i ch] was given to
[ t h e m ] ” (Romans 5:5).

To God, l ove and obedience a re insep a rabl e. “ For this is the love of
G o d, t h at we ke ep His commandments. And His commandments are
not bu rd e n s o m e ” (1 John 5:3). Paul states the same thought in diffe r-
ent wo rd s : “ L ove does no wrong to a neighbor; there fo re, l ove is the
f u l filling of the law ” (Romans 13:10, N R S V ) .

The power of the Holy Spirit causes the love of God to flow
t h rough His people within the channel of His law. His law defin e s
and directs love. Doing anything contra ry to God’s law is the
antithesis of love. For ex a m p l e, committing mu rd e r, a d u l t e ry or
theft breaks God’s law. Doing any of those things shows a lack 
of love to God and neighbor.

H ow important is the re l ationship between love and obedience? 
It is the key that distinguishes the true people of God from those
d e c e ived by Satan. “In this the ch i l d ren of God and the ch i l d ren of
the devil are manife s t : Wh o ever does not practice righteousness is 
not of God, nor is he who does not love his bro t h e r ” (1 John 3:10).

L ove and doing go toge t h e r. Th ey are insep a rabl e. Both are
essential for the true fo l l owe rs of Chri s t .

James say s : “But be doers of the wo rd, and not heare rs only,
d e c e iving yo u rs e l ves. For if anyone is a hearer of the wo rd and not 
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t h at we know Him, if we ke ep His commandments. He who say s ,
‘I know Him,’and does not ke ep His commandments, is a liar [Gre e k
p s e u s t e s , a fa l s i fie r, one who breaks fa i t h , a false and faithless per-
s o n ] , and the truth is not in him. But wh o ever ke eps His wo rd, t ru ly
the love of God is perfected in him. By this we know that we are in
H i m ” (1 John 2:3-5).

The Church is made up of obedient people who dilige n t ly strive to
o b ey Chri s t ’s instruction to live “ by eve ry wo rd of God” ( L u ke 4:4).
Th ey are people who reg u l a rly go to God in prayer for the stre n g t h
and power they need to please God and grow in grace and know l e d ge
(2 Peter 3:18).

The people of God are conve rted; they have re c e ived God’s Spiri t
(Romans 8:9). Th ey understand when and how God gives His Spiri t —
t h at one must first repent and be bap t i zed (Acts 2:38). Th ey know that
b aptism without repentance is mere ly an empty, i nvalid ri t u a l .

For ex a m p l e, the apostle Paul had to reb ap t i ze some people wh o
had prev i o u s ly been bap t i zed but lacked sufficient understanding to
be tru ly conve rted (Acts 19:1-5). Th ey had been immersed in wat e r,
but they did not re c e ive the Holy Spirit until Paul pro p e rly counseled
and reb ap t i zed them.

True conve rsion re q u i res a basic understanding of repentance and
the meaning of baptism. (For a full ex p l a n ation of rep e n t a n c e, b ap-
tism and conve rs i o n , be sure to request your free copy of The Road 
to Eternal Life.)

S a t a n ’s deception has led to false conversions

Those who “ a c c ept Chri s t ” but have no comprehension of wh at sin
i s , and who lack real rep e n t a n c e, h ave a false conve rsion. Here is wh e re
S at a n ’s deception has been the most successful. Jesus said plainly that
m a ny would fo l l ow false pro p h e t s , a c c epting a false conve rs i o n .

H ow can this happen? It happens because few people unders t a n d
wh at sin is. Th ey have been taught that they can selective ly obey,
t h at full obedience to God’s laws is no longer necessary. Th ey have
b e l i eved a false gospel t h at , at its core, t e a ches we can disrega rd part s
or all of God’s law.

S atan has persuaded people to “ b e l i eve on Chri s t ” without under -
standing wh at He taught. He has convinced them to accept the idea
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walk in all His ways and to love Him, to serve the LO R D your God
with all your heart and with all your soul, and to ke ep the command-
ments of the LO R D and His statutes wh i ch I command you today fo r
your go o d ? ” ( D e u t e ro n o my 10:12-13).

This is simply an expanded ve rsion of the first gre at command-
ment cited by Jesus Chri s t : L ove God with all your heart , soul and
m i n d. Notice, t o o , t h at loving God and obeying God are insep a rably
l i n ke d. Loving God is demonstrated by obeying God’s law s , wh i ch
He gave for our go o d.

C o n t i nu i n g, we see a similar expansion of the second gre at com-
mandment. “ Th e re fo re circumcise the fo reskin of your heart , and be
s t i ff - n e cked no longe r. For the LO R D your God . . . shows no part i a l-
ity nor takes a bri b e. He administers justice for the fat h e rless and the
w i d ow, and loves the stra n ge r, giving him food and cl o t h i n g. Th e re-
fo re love the stra n ge r, for you we re stra n ge rs in the land of Egy p t ”
( ve rses 16-19).

G o d ’s message, in the Old and New Te s t a m e n t s , is simple. Since
God shows no partiality but loves all people, i n cluding pers o n s
u n l i ke ly to re c e ive mu ch re s p e c t — fo re i g n e rs , o rp h a n s , w i d ow s —
He commands His fo l l owe rs to tre at these people according to the
i n s t ructions in His law.

The obedient and converted of God

R eve l ation 12 pictures the people of God as a woman under at t a ck
by Satan (ve rse 13). The setting of this pro p h e cy is just befo re the
re t u rn of Jesus Christ. “And the dragon was enraged with the wo m a n ,
and he went to make war with the rest of her off s p ri n g, who ke ep the
commandments of God and have the testimony of Jesus Chri s t ”
( ve rse 17).

Notice that the Church is described as ke eping God’s command-
ments and holding fast to eve rything that Jesus taught. This demon-
s t rates that the Church Jesus built has always obeyed the command-
ments of God and will continue to do so even until the time of
C h ri s t ’s re t u rn to eart h .

This passage makes it clear that it is impossible for a Church to
claim to know God and disrega rd the need to obey His command-
ments. The apostle John makes this plain: “ N ow by this we know
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The book of Acts is an eyewitness
account of the early Church fro m
C h r i s t ’s death until about A.D. 60.
Chapter 2 re c o rds the beginning of
the Church, when God sent His Spirit
to 120 followers of Jesus Christ.

Many Bible readers are familiar
with the miraculous events of that
day—of the house in which they met
filling with the sound of a mighty
wind and what appeared to be
tongues of fire alighting on those
g a t h e red there. Another miracle
o c c u rred as those people, now fil l e d
with God’s Spirit, began to speak in
the languages of people from many
lands so that all could understand
their word s .

Often overlooked in this account 
is the day on which these events
o c c u rred, the Day of Pentecost (Acts
2:1), one of the festivals God com-
manded for His people many cen-
turies before (Leviticus 23). In re v e a l-
ing these festivals, God said that
“these are My feasts . . . the feasts 
of the LO R D, holy convocations . . .”
(verses 2, 4). God proclaimed that
these festivals were to be “a statute
f o rever throughout your generations”
(verses 14, 21, 31, 41).

The Gospels show that Jesus
Christ kept the same festivals
(Matthew 26:17-19; John 7:10-14,
37-38). Both the book of Acts and
P a u l ’s letters show the apostles keep-
ing these festivals during the decades
after Christ’s cru c i fixion (Acts 2:1-4;

18:21; 20:6, 16; 27:9).
Most churches teach that the festi-

vals were “nailed to the cross,” that
they were somehow annulled by
C h r i s t ’s death. Yet the unmistakable
re c o rd of the Bible is that the early
C h u rch continued to observe them,
but with greater grasp of their spiritual
s i g n i fic a n c e .

Speaking of one of these God-
given feasts, the apostle Paul urg e d
the church in Corinth—a mixed gro u p
of gentile and Jewish believers—to
“keep the feast, not with old leaven,
nor with the leaven of malice and
wickedness, but with the unleavened
b read of sincerity and truth” (1 Corin-
thians 5:8). Paul clearly was re f e rring 
to the Feast of Unleavened Bre a d
(Leviticus 23:6; Deuteronomy 16:16).

Paul explained the significance of
the Passover (1 Corinthians 5:7; Leviti-
cus 23:5) and gave instructions on
how to properly observe this cere-
mony (1 Corinthians 11:23-28).

The many re f e rences in the Gos-
pels, Acts and Paul’s epistles pro m p t
an obvious question: Since Jesus, the
apostles and the early Church kept
these days, why don’t churches teach
and observe them today? After all,
Paul directly tied the feasts to Jesus,
His purpose and His sacrifice for
mankind (1 Corinthians 5:7).

The Gospels and the book of Acts
a re equally clear that Christ, the disci-
ples and the early Church kept the
weekly Sabbath—from Friday evening

What Did the Early Churc h
Believe and Practice?

to Saturday evening, the seventh day
of the week—as their day of rest and
worship (Mark 6:2; Luke 4:16, 31-32;
13:10; Acts 13:14-44; 18:4). Jesus
even called Himself “Lord of the 
Sabbath” (Mark 2:28).

It was Jesus’ custom to go to the
synagogue every Sabbath to worship
(Luke 4:16). Contrary to the teaching
of those who say that Paul aban-
doned the Sabbath, it was his custom,
too, to go to the synagogue every
Sabbath (Acts 17:1-3), using the
o p p o rtunity to teach others about
Jesus Christ.

The weekly Sabbath is another of
G o d ’s festivals, like those mentioned
e a r l i e r. It is, in fact, the first of His
feasts listed (Leviticus 23:1-4). It is
included in the Ten Commandments
(Exodus 20:8-11; Deutero n o m y
5 : 1 2 - 1 5 ) .

As with God’s other feasts, the
Sabbath is ignored by the overw h e l m-
ing majority of churches. Rather than
keeping the Sabbath as God com-
manded, most churches meet on the
first day of the week—Sunday—a 
day nowhere commanded in the Bible
as a day of worship. Why? If we are
to observe any day as a weekly day 
of rest and worship, shouldn’t it be
the same day Jesus Christ and the
apostles kept?

We find other diff e rences in teach-
ing and practice. Many churches teach
that obedience to God’s law is unnec-
e s s a ry, that Christ kept it for us or it
was “nailed to the cross” with Christ.
This is directly contrary to Jesus’ own
w o rds (Matthew 4:4; 5:17-19) and the
teaching and practice of the apostles
(Acts 24:14; 25:8; Romans 7:12, 22; 

1 Corinthians 7:19; 2 Timothy 3:15-17).
Following Christ’s example, the

apostles powerfully preached about
Jesus Christ’s re t u rn to establish the
coming Kingdom of God (Luke 4:43;
8:1; 21:27, 31; Acts 1:3; 8:12; 14:22;
19:8; 28:23, 31). But Paul warn e d
that, even in his day, some were
a l ready preaching “a diff e rent gospel”
(2 Corinthians 11:4; Galatians 1:6).

We see much confusion in
c h u rches about what the gospel is.
Most view it as a message about
C h r i s t ’s birth, life and death without
really understanding why He came
and why He had to die and without
p roclaiming the message of God’s
Kingdom that Christ Himself taught
(Mark 1:14-15).

S i m i l a r l y, Jesus and the apostles did
not teach that the righteous ascend 
to heaven at death (John 3:13; Acts
2:29, 34), and they understood that
man does not possess an immort a l
soul (Ezekiel 18:4, 20; Matthew
10:28) that would spend eternity 
in either heaven or hell.

N o w h e re do we find popular 
religious holidays such as Christmas
a p p roved in the Bible. The only time
Easter is mentioned in the Bible (Acts
12:4, King James Version), it is a bla-
tant mistranslation of the Greek word
for Passover. Lent and its practices are
n o w h e re found.

These are some of the major dif-
f e rences between the Christianity of
the time of Christ and the apostles
and that commonly practiced today.
S h o u l d n ’t you look into your Bible 
to see if your beliefs and practices
s q u a re with what Jesus Christ and 
the apostles practiced and taught?



t h at the Bible is God’s Wo rd while believing they can re c e ive salva-
tion without repenting of disobeying God’s laws. Th rough such
d e c eptions the devil has promoted a multitude of false conve rs i o n s
and cre ated a Christianity lacking God’s Spirit—an unconve rt e d
C h ri s t i a n i t y !

The Church today

The Church Jesus built is a tru ly conve rted body of people wh o
h ave repented of their disrega rd for God’s laws. Th ey have been
t ra n s fo rmed by baptism and the re c e iving of God’s Spirit. Th ey re ly,
in fa i t h , on Jesus Christ to help them live by eve ry wo rd of God.

The Church today is the ve h i cle Jesus Christ uses to pro claim the
t ruth about the coming Kingdom of God to the wo rld (Mat t h ew
24:14). It is the fa m i ly God is building—His own ch i l d re n — wh o
will re c e ive eternal life at Chri s t ’s re t u rn (1 John 3:1-2; 1 Cori n t h i a n s
1 5 : 5 1 - 5 3 ) .

As ch i l d ren of God, the Church anticipates a “ n ew heavens and 
a new earth in wh i ch righteousness dwe l l s ” (2 Peter 3:13). Its mem-
b e rs eage rly await the re t u rn of Jesus Christ so they can assist Him
in bri n ging true repentance and salvation to the wo rld (Luke 11:2;
R eve l ation 3:21).

To fulfill their mission and maintain the closeness and unity that
C h rist expects of them, the members of His Church reg u l a rly assem-
ble together as commanded in the Scri p t u res (Exodus 20:8-11). Th ey
t a ke seri o u s ly the admonition: “And let us consider one another in
o rder to stir up love and good wo rk s , not fo rsaking the assembling 
of ours e l ves toge t h e r, as is the manner of some, but ex h o rting one
a n o t h e r, and so mu ch the more as you see the Day ap p ro a ch i n g ”
( H eb rews 10:24-25).

The Church assembles together on the seve n t h - d ay Sabb at h , a s
was the custom of Jesus Christ and the apostles (Luke 4:16, 3 1 - 3 2 ;
Acts 13:14, 4 2 , 44). Its members strive to fo l l ow the example of Je s u s
and the apostles in all things (1 John 2:6; 1 Corinthians 11:1).

The members of United Church of God are dedicated to pre s e rv i n g
and pro claiming “the faith that was once for all entrusted to the
s a i n t s ” ( Jude 1:3, NRSV). Congregations of the United Church of
G o d, an Intern ational A s s o c i at i o n , a re striving to do their part in 
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f u l filling the mission Christ gave to His Church .
We meet in major cities around the wo rl d. We are ze a l o u s ly 

committed to obeying God, l oving one another and completing the
C h u rch ’s mission of spreading the true gospel of the Kingdom of
G o d. All who desire to learn the tru t h , to obey God and fe l l ow s h i p
with others of like mind and spirit are always we l c o m e.



is so important to our relationship with God.
• The foundation of right human behavior is the Ten Command-

ments. But why are they so important? What makes them any diff e r-
ent from any other rules or guidelines? Do they have a deeper mean-
ing that most people miss? Be sure to request your free copy of T h e
Ten Commandments.

• Is this the only time for salvation? Are those who are not tru e
Christians destined for eternal punishment? Does God have a timetable
for working with all of humanity? Call or write for the free booklets
What Happens After Death? and G o d ’s Holy Day Plan: The Promise of
Hope for All Mankind to discover the wonderful truth about God’s
plan for humanity.

• What is the true gospel Jesus Christ taught and commanded His
C h u rch to proclaim to the world? What is the “diff e rent gospel” the
apostle Paul warned Church members not to accept? Is it possible that
most of Christianity accepts and teaches a diff e rent gospel from the
one Jesus Christ taught? Request your free copy of The Gospel of the
K i n g d o m to discover the answers.

• The United Church of God, an International Association, draws its
beliefs and practices from the Scriptures. If you would like to learn
m o re about our beliefs and their biblical foundation, you’ll find them
summarized in the booklet Fundamental Beliefs of the United Churc h
of God. We’ll be glad to send you a free copy.

All literature published by the United Church of God, 
an International Association, is provided to the public free for the asking.

If you’ve finished reading this booklet, you’ve probably been s u r-
prised, maybe even shocked, to find out some of the things the
Bible really teaches. But there ’s much, much more that’s rare l y

taught or discussed in most churches—and when it is taught, it often
d o e s n ’t square with what the Bible says!

You need to discover what the Bible really says for yourself. A n d
d o n ’t take our word for it—look it up in the pages of your own Bible
and p rove for yourself what it really teaches. 

This booklet has touched on many subjects that are vitally impor-
tant to understanding God’s purpose for humanity and for you.
Many other booklets are available that discuss these crucial topics in
much greater detail. All are yours free for the asking when you con-
tact one of our offices. As always, there is never any cost or obliga-
tion, and no one will call on you.

• The Bible is the foundation for Christianity. But is it really the
i n s p i red Wo rd of God? Can you know for sure? How can you under-
stand the Bible? Be sure to request Is the Bible Tru e ? and How to
Understand the Bible, which address these vital questions.

• For more information about repentance and conversion—and the
awesome purpose of human life—request your free copy of the book-
lets What Is Your Destiny? and The Road to Eternal Life.

• To understand which day is the biblical Sabbath—the day set
aside in the Bible for regular weekly rest and worship serv i c e s —
write or call for your free copy of Sunset to Sunset: God’s Sabbath
R e s t. You’ll also learn why God wants His people to assemble
together and why this most neglected of the Ten Commandments

Does the Bible R e a l l y Say That?

F ree for the Asking!
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If You’d Like to Know More . . .
Who we are

This literature is published by the
United Church of God, an Intern a t i o n-
al Association, which has ministers and
c o n g regations throughout much of
the world.

We trace our origins to the
C h u rch that Jesus founded in the
early first century. We follow the same
teachings, doctrines and practices
established then. Our commission is
to proclaim the gospel of the coming
Kingdom of God to all the world as 
a witness and to teach all nations to
o b s e rve what Christ commanded
(Matthew 24:14; 28:19-20).

F ree of charg e

Jesus Christ said, “Freely you have
received, freely give” (Matthew 10:8).
The United Church of God offers this
and other publications free of charg e .
We are grateful for the generous tithes
and offerings of the members of the
C h u rch and other supporters who vol-
untarily contribute to support this work. 

We do not solicit the general public

for funds. However, contributions to
help us share this message of hope
with others are welcomed. All funds
a re audited annually by an indepen-
dent accounting firm .

Personal counsel available

Jesus commanded His followers to
feed His sheep (John 21:15-17). To ful-
fill this command, the United Churc h
of God has congregations around the
world. In these congregations believers
assemble to be instructed from the
S c r i p t u res and to fellowship. 

The United Church of God is com-
mitted to understanding and practicing
New Testament Christianity. We desire
to share God’s way of life with those
who earnestly seek to worship and 
follow our Savior, Jesus Christ.

Our ministers are available to coun-
sel, answer questions and explain the
Bible. If you would like to contact a
minister or visit one of our congre g a-
tions, please feel free to write or call 
us at our office in your country or the
c o u n t ry nearest you.

MAILING ADDRESSES

United States: United Church of God, an International Association 
P.O. Box 541027, Cincinnati, OH 45254-1027,  U.S.A.

Phone: (513) 576-9796 Fax: (513) 576-9795
Web site address: http://www. u c g . o rg

Australia: United Church of God–Australia 
GPO Box 535, Brisbane, Qld. 4001, Australia   

Phone: 07 55 202 111   Free call: 1800 356 202
Fax: 07 55 202 122

Web site address: http://www. u c g - a u s . o rg . a u
E-mail: ucg@b022.aone.net.au

Bahamas: United Church of God   
P.O. Box N8873, Nassau, Bahamas   

Phone: (242) 324-3169   Fax: (242) 364-5566

British Isles: United Church of God
P.O. Box 4052, Milton Keynes, Bucks, MK13 7ZF,  England

Phone: 0181-386-8467   Fax: 01772-601750

Canada: United Church of God–Canada   
Box 144, Station D, Etobicoke, ON M9A 4X1, Canada

Phone: (416) 231-9379, (800) 338-7779   
Fax: (416) 231-8238  Web site address: http://www. u c g . c a

F rench-speaking areas: United Church of God
P.O. Box 541027, Cincinnati, OH 45254-1027,  U.S.A.

Phone: (513) 576-9796 Fax: (513) 576-9795

G e rmany: Ve reinte Kirche Gottes/Gute Nachrichten
Postfach 30 15 09, D-53195 Bonn, Germ a n y
Phone: 0228-9454636 Fax: 0228-9454637

Italy: La Buona Notizia, Chiesa di Dio Unita
Casella Postale 187, 24100 Bergamo, Italy.

Phone: 0039-035583474   Fax: 0039-035582140
Web site address: http://www. l a b u o n a n o t i z i a . o rg

New Zealand: United Church of God   
P.O. Box 22, Auckland 1030, New Zealand 

South Africa: United Church of God   
P.O. Box 4345, 2125 Randburg, South Africa   
Phone: 011 886-4650   Fax: 011 886-7610
Web site address: http://www. u c g . o rg . z a

Spanish-speaking areas: United Church of God  
P.O. Box 458, Big Sandy, TX 75755, U.S.A.   

Phone: (903) 636-4928
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