To Anyone Who Cares to Read


Someone mailed a letter from Greenville SC. The USP stamp was April 8th. The letter was addressed to the Slater-Marietta Church of Christ. And over that address was the superscription, To Anyone Who Cares to Read. When I opened the letter I found that, as I had suspected, there was no name or return address. So, I threw it in the trash. After thinking about it, and discussing it with some of the brethren, I decided to retrieve the letter, It was, after all, handwritten, containing some eight or ten pages. Unfortunately, by the time I attempted to retrieve the letter, it had been sent on with other materials for recycling. 


   The letter mentioned that they had received a number of our bulletins. The second reason that I threw the letter away was that I suspected I knew exactly the arguments that it would contain. I apologize to the person who wrote the letter and would ask that you re-send. I will attempt to answer any issues that you raise in your letter if I have not already done so. 


   What arguments could it contain? Maybe some of the following: Each of us has the right to believe what ever we choose. Some would suggest that we are being judgmental, unloving, and that we each have the right to pursue heaven in our own way. 


   To Anyone Who Cares to Read: first, may I respond by saying that in a democracy (probably more properly classified as a constitutional federal republic or CFR) we have a right to preach or practice whatever we believe, that, of course, within certain limits. Currently the federal government is taking steps to curtail those rights and put a lid on our religious liberties. And many countries around the world deny those rights entirely. 


   May I remind you that, as citizens of the kingdom of heaven, we live in a theocracy, that is, God rules. If God rules, then necessarily we must submit to His rules in matters of faith, practice, and doctrine. And those rules are not subject to your vote. When the rules of the Kingdom of God become subject to your vote then you have placed yourself on a plane equal to or above that of God!!! Those who become genuine New Testament Christians find that "His commandments are not grievous." (I John 5:2)


  When Nicodemus came to Jesus by night, Jesus (who is "King of kings and Lord of lords", I Timothy 6:15) said, "Except a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the Kingdom of God." (John 3:5). "Except" means there is no other way."Be born"  is singular, that is, it is not talking about two different births, one of water and one of Spirit, but only one birth with two elements. "Of water" is not physical birth, as some suggest, but can only refer to the water of baptism. To tell a grown man that you have to be physically born to be saved is reductio ad absurdum, that is, reduced to the absurd, and therefore proven to be false. What man who has not been born needs to be saved????


   In a CFR (constitutional federal republic) you can come up with your own plan of salvation. But, in a theocracy, God rules. The only plan that counts is His. According to God's rule, there is only one way to get into the kingdom of heaven, and that is by being "born of water and Spirit." In Matthew 7:21, Jesus said, "Not everyone that saith unto Me Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of heaven, but he that doeth the will of my Father which is in heaven." Do you want to stand before God on judgment day and base your hope on the teachings and doctrines of men? I certainly do not. That's the reason that for every doctrine you teach, that I require a "thus said the Lord". That is, you either get your authority from the Lord, or you get your authority from men. In Matthew 15:9, Jesus said, "But in vain they do worship Me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men." What value, then, will the opinions of men have on judgment day? 


    To Anyone Who Cares to Read: Some suggest that you must be born of the Spirit to be saved, and that later you will be born of water, or baptized, to show that you have been saved. Note here that water is listed first. Is it by coincidence that anytime you find "baptism" and "salvation" or "remission of sins" in the same sentence that you will always find "baptism" listed first?


   In Mark 16:16, Jesus (our "blessed and only Potentate") said, "he that believeth and is baptized shall be saved...." In Acts 2:38, Peter, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, said, "repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins...."


  We are talking about a single birth with two elements, water and Spirit. In Ephesians 5:25, 26, Paul wrote "Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it; That he might sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of water by the word." Who sanctified and cleansed? It was the Lord. How did He sanctify and cleanse it? "By the washing of water [baptism] by the Word."  What is the Word? The Sword of the Spirit, Ephesians 6:17, the tool that the Holy Spirit uses to instruct us as to what we must do in order to be saved. 


   In Titus 3:5, Paul wrote, "Not by works of righteousness which we have done, [that is, the works that we do after we become righteous] but according to his mercy he saved us, by the washing of regeneration, and renewing of the Holy Ghost." Note here that Paul effectively separates between the works a person will do after he becomes saved, and the works a person must do in order to become saved."Regeneration" here is rebirth, the same rebirth that Jesus talked about in John 3:5.  Note also that this is a single birth, with two parts, "the washing of regeneration" and "renewing of the Holy Ghost", the same two parts that Jesus listed in John 3:5, "born of water and Spirit." When does the Holy Spirit renew you? When you follow His instructions and are baptized to wash away your sins. In I Peter 3:21, Peter wrote, "The like figure [antitupos, anti-type] where unto even baptism doth also now save us (not the putting away of the filth of the flesh, but the answer of a good conscience toward God,) by the resurrection of Jesus Christ...."  How do you get a good conscience? By the waters of baptism. 


   To Anyone Who Cares to Read: second, may I respond that heaven is the abode of the Lord of heaven and earth. Jesus promised that He would prepare a place for us, and come again to receive us unto Himself, that where He is we may be also. John 14:3. If heaven is the abode of the Lord God, who is it that determines the terms of entry? In John 14:6, Jesus said, "I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life: no man cometh unto the Father, but by Me." In Acts 4:12, Peter said, "Neither is there salvation in any other; for there is none other name under heaven given among men, whereby we must be saved." 


   What, then, does Jesus require? 


   (1) In John 8:24, Jesus said, "I said therefore unto you, that ye shall die in your sins; for if ye believe not that I am he, ye shall die in your sins." Any who do not believe that Jesus is the Christ cannot be saved! That includes orthodox Jews, Muslims, Hindus, etc. 


   (2) In Luke 13:3, Jesus said, "I tell you Nay; but,except ye repent, ye shall all likewise perish." What is repentance? A change of mind regarding sin, resulting in a change of life. Any who come to believe in Jesus and want to hold on to their old life style cannot be saved! Those who update their doctrine depending on the opinions of men need to think about this! How many times has the doctrine changed over the past 200 years? And those changes coincide exactly with the changes in the opinions of men!!!


   (3) Matthew 10:32, "Whosoever therefore shall confess me before men, him will I confess also before my Father which is in heaven." What about those who believe in Jesus butwill not confess Him? John 12:42.


  (4), Mark 16:16, "He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved...." Any who refuse to be baptized cannot be saved! Do I rejoice when I tell you this? NO!!!It grieves my heart because I want each of you to be saved!!!


To Anyone Who Cares to Read:  But, it is argued, don't you know that at the point of faith that you are saved?  Faith is the foundation to salvation, not the end point when one is saved. In Acts 2, Peter used the miracles on Pentecost and in the life of Jesus (Acts 2:17-22), the testimony of the Old Testament prophets (Acts 2:29-34), and the testimony of eye witnesses (Acts 2:32) to convince some that "God hath made that same Jesus... both Lord and Christ. Now when they heard this they were pricked in their heart and said...what shall we do?" (Acts 2:36, 37). That is, these men were now believers, but still not saved. And we know this  because they had not repented. In Acts 9, Saul is struck blind on the road to Damascus, is confronted by the Lord Jesus, trembled and was astonished, became a believer, but still was not saved. Faith was not the end of their salvation, but the point where the process of salvation began. In Acts 2:37, their faith led them to ask, "Men and brethren, what shall we do?" And when Peter, through the Holy Spirit, instructed them to "Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins...then they that gladly received his word were baptized; and the same day there were added unto them about three thousand souls." (Acts 2:38, 41).


   Those who misunderstand that it was God's design for faith to be the foundation, to lead us to salvation, to ask, "Men and brethren, what shall we do?" also typically misunderstand His grace. They believe that if work is involved, then necessarily it is not of grace. They fail to understand that God has always required individuals to demonstrate their faith by their works. They cannot earn their salvation, but can receive God's grace when their faith leads them to obey God's command. This, then, is God's plan!!! How was Noah saved? By grace, through faith. When did he receive that grace? After he spent 120 years building the ark. Why did he spend 120 years building that ark? Because he believed God. Note here, then, that his faith led him to obey. And it is only at that point that the grace of God saved him. How did his salvation come? By grace through faith. Does the phrase "not of works lest any man should boast" apply? Of course. How did he receive that salvation? It was on God's terms. When did he receive that salvation? When his faith led him to obey, the Lord extended His grace and saved both Noah and his family. Did he earn his salvation? Absolutely not, it was "not of works". 


   Is it any wonder, then, the emphasis that the New Testament puts on obedience? In Matthew 7:21, "Not everyone that saith unto me Lord, Lord, ...but he that doeth the will of my Father...." Romans 6:17, 18, "But God be thanked, that ye were the servants of sin, but ye have obeyed from the heart that form of doctrine which was delivered you. Being then made free from sin, ye became the servants of righteousness." When did you become free from sin? When you obeyed from the heart that form of doctrine. What form of doctrine? Baptism, which is a form or pattern of the death, burial, and resurrection of our Lord. Romans 6:3, 4. Hebrews 5:8, 9, "Though He were s Son, yet learned He obedience by the things which He suffered; And being made perfect, he became the author of eternal salvation unto all them that obey Him." Is He the author of eternal salvation to all of them who believe in Him, or unto all them that obey Him? Note here again, there are many believers who do not obey (John 12:42). But how many obey who do not believe? The simplest way to demonstrate your faith is by your obedience!!!


   To Anyone Who Cares to Read: some would argue that works, and thus baptism, or immersion in water for the purpose of washing away sins, cannot be and are not a part of salvation, based on what Paul wrote in Ephesians 2;8, "For by grace are ye saved through faith, and that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: Not of works, lest any man should boast."


   The same Paul was instructed to "...arise, and be baptized [or immersed] and wash away thy sins, calling on the name of the Lord." Acts 22:16. The word "baptize" is a transliteration, that is, it is taken out of the Greek and transliterated into the English. The literal meaning of "baptize" is to immerse. Paul, then, was instructed to "Arise, and be immersed, and wash away thy sins, calling on the name of the Lord." Do you suppose that Paul understood that he was being baptized to show that he had already been saved?  If he was already saved, why did not Jesus tell him? Why did he spend three days fasting and praying? When the eunuch was baptized in Acts 8, he went on his way rejoicing. Why did not Paul/Saul do the same? Why didn't Ananias tell him that at the point of faith he had already been saved? Why did he not instruct Paul/Saul to pray the sinner's prayer or accept Jesus as his savior?  This is the same Paul who was struck blind on the road to Damascus, trembled, and was astonished when he learn that it was the Lord, and then spent three days fasting and praying, Acts 9:6-11. By the denominational standard, this man was saved. But Jesus told Paul to "Arise and go into the city and it shall be told thee what thou must do." It was then that Nicodemus came and told Paul what to do. Note here that you cannot wash away sins if you are not still in your sins!!! It was this same Paul who wrote, "Know ye not, that so many of us as were baptized into Jesus Christ were baptized into His death?" How do you get into Christ? According to the Scriptures you are baptized into Christ. If a man is saved before baptism then necessarily a man is saved before he is in Christ. 


   Did you notice, that, as I discuss these issues that I give you book, chapter, and verse that I believe support the various doctrines that I teach? You might respond, "Yes, but that's your interpretation." In a CFR (constitutional federal republic) we have a right to our own, private interpretation. But, in the kingdom of God "no prophecy of the scripture is of any private interpretation" (I Peter 1:20), that is, it was not made up, nor do we have the right to our own interpretation. The numerous warnings in the Scriptures about adding to taking away from the Word of God reinforce this principle. Deuteronomy 4:2, "Ye shall not add unto the word which I command you, neither shall ye diminish aught from it, that ye may keep the commandments of the LORD your God which I command you."  Revelation 22:18-19, "For I testify unto every man that heareth the words of the prophecy of this book, If any man shall add unto these things, God shall add unto him the plagues that are written in this book: And if any man shall take away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God shall take away his part out of the book of life, and out of the holy city, and from the things which are written in this book."


   These passages teach that we can know and keep the commandments of the Lord. How? by not adding to or taking away from the commandments of the Lord. 


   To Anyone Who Cares to Read: if the scripture is subject to your own private interpretation, then why do we have all of the warnings about false teaching? 


   To Anyone Who Cares to Read: Do we truly have the right to pursue heaven in our own way? In a CFR, yes, but what about in a theocracy? In John 14:6, Jesus, our King of kings, and Lord of lords, said, “I am the way, the truth, and the life; no man cometh unto the Father, but by Me." That is, there is no other way but Jesus' way.


    What about those who do not believe in Jesus Christ? Orthodox Jews, Muslims (who believe that He is the sixth prophet, with Mohamed being the seventh), atheists, communists, etc? Acts 4:12, "Neither is there salvation in any other; for there is none other name under heaven given among men, whereby we must be saved."


   If Jesus is our King, does He have the right, the power, and the authority to make the rules for those who are citizens of His kingdom? 


   Or, is He so blessed to have us (as some would argue) that He is willing to accept us on our own terms?  (we have to be careful here, we don't want to approach blasphemy or sacrilege!) In Matthew 28:18. the resurrected Jesus, the One who had been brought before "the Ancient of Days...And there was given Him dominion, and glory, and a kingdom..." (Daniel 7:;13, 14). said, "All power [authority] is given unto Me in heaven and in earth." If Jesus has all authority, where do you get the authority for the doctrine that you teach? If you do not get it from God, then necessarily you get it from men. In Matthew 15:9, Jesus said, "But in vain they do worship Me, teaching for doctrines the commandments of men." The instruction to "teach all nations" is literally to "disciple all nations." How do you, according to our Lord and Savior, disciple all nations? There are two necessary parts, baptizing, and teaching. Where do I get the authority to say that? From our Lord and Savior!


    To Anyone Who Cares to Read: when asked why there are so many denominations it is commonly argued that we cannot see the Bible alike. Further, if I profess that my view is correct, and every other view is in error then it is said that I am arrogant, judgmental, condescending, and do not understand the love of God. 


   If God gave us a book (and He did, 2 Timothy 3:16, 17) is it logical to argue or believe that He gave us a book that we cannot understand? Is it logical to believe that since we cannot understand it alike, that it is acceptable by our Lord to understand it differently? In Ephesians 3:3, 4, Paul, a citizen in the kingdom of Heaven, under guidance of the Holy Spirit, wrote, "How that by revelation He made known unto me the mystery (as I wrote afore in few words, Whereby, when ye read, ye may understand my knowledge in the mystery of Christ)...."


   Can you and I come to understand the revelation that was made known to Paul? Obviously the answer is yes. How can we come to that understanding? By reading what he (Paul) wrote. 


    If I come to understand, will my understanding be the same as Paul's? Obviously, yes. And, if you come to understand, will your understanding be the same as Paul's? Again, obviously, the answer is yes. If your understanding is the same as Paul's, and my understanding is the same as Paul's, will not our understanding be the same? Obviously the answer is yes. How, then, do you argue that we cannot understand the Word of God alike? Paul said that we could. It follows, then, that if we understand the Word of God that necessarily we understand it alike. Here, then, is the genuine unity that the Word of God talks about, encourages, commands, demands!!!!


   How odd it is for one man to teach one doctrine, claiming that he received that doctrine from the Holy Spirit, and for the second man to teach another doctrine that directly contradicts the first man, again claiming the guidance of the Holy Spirit. And both men professing to the world that they are practicing the unity for which Christ prayed. Is it logical to argue that the Holy Spirit taught different doctrines to different men? The answer, of course, is no, it is not logical. 


    The question then becomes, how can we come to the same understanding of the Word of God? 


    First, realize that division is wrong. Second, realize that those who understand the Word of God will necessarily understand it alike. Third, realize that none of the denominations existed in the days of the first century.


    Note here the need to lay aside the doctrines, philosophies, and the creeds of men. It is also necessary to lay aside popular opinion. As Jesus said, "Seek ye first the kingdom of God, and His righteousness...." 


    Did Paul somewhere state that we each have the right to interpret the passage as we please? The obvious answer is no.  Where, then, do men get the idea that we each have the right to interpret the Bible as we please, and that necessarily that interpretation will please the Lord? If you didn't get it from the Word of God, then necessarily you got it from men. 


   If you want to please men, go out and take a vote. Bear in mind that what pleases men today might not please them tomorrow. Take a look at the various religions over the past two hundred years. What has changed? 


    No denominations existed during the days of the first century. No mechanical instruments of music were used during worship in the days of the first century church. No mechanical instruments of music were used during the first six hundred years, and some would suggest over one thousand years. It wasn't until the 1800's that the denominations began to add mechanical instruments of music. Prominent spokespersons, including Charles Spurgeon (Baptist), and John Wesley, (Methodist) adamantly opposed.  What changed? The opinions of men. Certainly the Word of God has not changed. 


   One hundred years ago, to divorce and remarry, save for fornication, (Matthew 19:9) was strongly condemned in every denomination. Now denominations accept those married, divorced, and those living together while not married. What changed? 


   Fifty years ago, women did not lead in worship, preach, or have positions of authority in various denominations. Fifty years ago, abortion was a sin. Then what happened? The opinions of men changed and then the doctrine changed.


   Forty years ago, homosexuality was a sin. Now denominations not only approve, but perform homosexual weddings, and appoint homosexual priests and brag about their proper understanding of the Word of God. It is a shame that men for the past 1900 years did not. 


   Thirty years ago, the Bible, from cover to cover, was defended as the Word of God. Now various portions of the Scriptures are questioned. In today's time Bible class teachers will read a scripture, then ask, "How do you feel about that passage?" The question here is not "How do you feel about that scripture" but rather, "How does God feel about that passage?" Your job, as a child of God, is not to bring God's feelings into line with your own, but rather to bring your feelings into line with His!!!


   Are you sure that you want to stand before God on judgment day and hope against hope that the current opinion is correct? 


To Anyone Who Cares to Read: it is commonly argued that we cannot judge one another, based on Matthew 7:1, 2, "Judge not, that ye be not judged. For with what judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged; and with what measure ye mete, it shall be measured to you again." Those who make that argument evidently are not aware that just a few verses down Jesus said, "Beware of false prophets, which come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly they are ravening wolves. Ye shall know them by their fruits."


    How can you "beware of false prophets" if you cannot judge? That is, if you cannot know who is a false prophet how can you "beware"? In the next verse down He said, "By their fruits ye shall know them." That is, you are required to inspect their fruits. Well, if you cannot judge in one verse, and you are required to judge in another, what is the message here? Instead of you judging them based on your own personal opinion, your own feelings, you must open up the Word of God to see how God feels about them. In other words, "Judge righteous judgment." John 8:24. 


    Note these things: first you can know how God  feels. In Corinthians 13:12 Paul wrote, "...but then shall I know even as also I am known." Second, when yours feelings differ from the Lord's, your feelings are wrong. Third, when someone opens up the Word of God and finds that your feelings are wrong, they are under obligation to tell you so. In Galatians 4:16, Paul said, "Am I therefore become your enemy because I tell you the truth?" Fourth, when someone disagrees with you, instead of condemning them, have the courage to open up the Book to see if they are telling you the truth! If you find, in your study and research, that they are wrong, have the courage and compassion to tell them so, and give them book, chapter, and verse!!!


To Anyone Who Cares to Read: The fact is, truth is not relative. It does not depend on how you interpret it according to your experiences. Nor is it subjective, depending on your feelings. Paul's admonition is to "Study [give diligence] to shew thyself approved unto God...." (II Timothy 2:15). That is, it requires a lot of effort, and it also requires the desire "to shew thyself approved unto God...." It incorporates the idea that you can live a life that is approved by God. But it necessarily requires that life be approved on God's terms.    In John 8:31, 32, "Then said Jesus to those Jews which believed on Him, If ye continue in my word, then are ye my disciples indeed; And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free." It is possible to live by the standard set by the Word of God. But in order to do that, you have to reject the feelings, opinions, and the doctrines of men. 


 My Bible reads, "O LORD, I know that the way of man is not in himself; it is not in man that walketh to direct his steps." (Jeremiah 10:23). And again, in Proverbs 14:12, "There is a way which seemeth right unto a man, but the end thereof are the ways of death." How is it that these passages apply to every area of life, except when it comes to living lives that are pleasing to the Lord? 


    If I cannot understand the Bible, then how can I be sure that my opinion of the Bible is correct? Have you ever noticed how individuals who disagree with various doctrines taught in the Bible conveniently come up with the argument that we cannot understand the Bible? If what I understand about the Bible is correct, does that not put my opinion equal to, or above, that of the Lord's? Instead of my being His servant, haven't I in effect made Him my servant? If the Bible only teaches what I want it to teach, then that is exactly the case!!!


   How sad it's going to be when you stand before God having based your life on your feelings and your opinions. Contrast that to what the Bible teaches, "Not everyone that saith unto me Lord, Lord shall enter into the kingdom of heaven, but he that doeth the will of My Father in heaven." Man teaches that you cannot understand the will of God, therefore you can substitute your own feelings and opinion. 


  The Word of God teaches that you can understand the will of God. In John 8:31, 32, Jesus said, "If ye continue in my word, then are ye my disciples indeed: And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free." Did you get that? Man says you cannot understand the Word of God and therefore you can substitute your own opinion. The Word of God says that you can know the truth and the truth will set you free. When you stand before God on judgment day, do you want to stand there hoping against hope that the feelings, opinions, creeds, and doctrines of men will save you???? That is, in fact, a most miserable doctrine!!!! Instead, would you not rather put your trust in the Lord? My Bible teaches that God is faithful, that is, every promise He has ever made He has kept. What about His promise that your sins and your iniquities He will remember no more? Absolutely!!! Based on what? The blood of Jesus. How do you bring that blood to bear in your life? Continue in His Word!!!


   It was Jesus who said, "Except ye believe that I am He, ye shall die in your sins." John 8:24.


   It was Jesus who said, "Except ye repent, ye shall all likewise perish" Luke 13:3


   It was Jesus who said, "Confess Me before men and I will confess you before my Father" Matthew 10:32.


   It was Jesus who said, "He that believes and is baptized shall be saved" Mark 16:16. 


   When Paul stood before Agrippa, "Then Agrippa said unto Paul, Almost thou persuadest me to be a Christian." Paul's response was, "I would to God, that not only thou, but also all that hear me this day, were both almost, and altogether such as I am...."


   "Am I therefore become your enemy because I tell you the truth?" Galatians 4:16. Absolutely not, just a person doing what God has commanded, striving to show you the error inherent in the doctrines and teachings of men and striving to convince you that you can "study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth." 2 Timothy 2:15. 


   The word "study" here is not to simply open up and study the word of God, but is reflective of the hard work that is required. Notice here that it is possible to "shew thyself approved unto God" but it won't be by the standard set by men. In order to discover that standard you are going to have to be a student of the Word of God. You a;re going to have to abandon the doctrine and philosophies of men that teach you cannot understand the Word of God. It will be hard work. And every time that your opinion differs from that of the Lord, you are going to have to abandon your opinion.


   In 2 Peter 1:5, Peter wrote, "Giving all diligence" ("diligence" here is from the same word translated "study" in 2 Timothy 2:15 and is reflective of the effort that is required) add to your faith (the foundation, the place where salvation begins, not where it ends) virtue (the desire to do the right thing), and to virtue knowledge (that is, if you desire to do the right thing, what will you do? "Study to shew thyself approved unto God")


   What do you have to do to live a life pleasing to God? Realize that it is something you can do. Realize that it is something that you are required to do. Open up your heart to God's will. Pray to God for guidance. And refuse to accept the opinions and feelings of men in place of God's Word. You can indeed, "Shew thyself approved unto God, rightly dividing the Word of truth."
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