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SHARING CHRIST IN THE DIGITAL AGE: The Real Gospel
Part 1 of 3
Written by Pastor Mark Rossington

Discussion facilitated by Travis Wright

INTRODUCTION

Today’s sermon focuses specifically on what the Gospel or Good News of Jesus Christ really is.  Knowing what the real Gospel is becomes the doctrinal foundation for the rest of this series.  After all, if we don’t know what the real Gospel is, then how can we share it?

TODAY’S STUDY
The following doctrinal questions and their answers are from www.lcms.org > FAQs > Doctrinal Issues > Salvation.  Please read each question and its answer.  Then discuss the application question in italics.

1.  Many Christians believe that you must accept Jesus Christ and ask Him into your life in order to be saved.

Q. I've noticed that the Lutheran Church says that we need to "believe (through faith) in Jesus" to be saved. I've always been told that "believing" is not enough, for even the demons "believe" in Jesus and shudder at His name - - this does not mean the demons are saved. We must "accept" Him as our Savior and ask Him into our life - - hence, the Baptist Sinner's Prayer. Could you please comment on this for me?
A. Saving faith, Lutherans believe, is (by definition) true, heartfelt trust in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. Mere intellectual knowledge of or "belief" in God's existence (such as the demons possess) does not constitute true, saving faith. At the same time, saving faith (heartfelt trust in God's grace in Jesus Christ) is not something we can produce on our own. It does not come about as a result of a human act or "decision." Rather, it is a gift of God and a miracle of His grace, created by the Holy Spirit working through the Gospel itself. As Jesus says in John 15:16:  "You did not choose me, but I chose you...."  For more information on what Lutherans believe about the miracle of conversion, as well as links to resources for further study, see the FAQs in this category.
[Additional Bible verse inserted by Pastor Mark: John 1: 12-13 NIV, emphasis added: “Yet to all who received him, to those who believed in his name, he gave the right to become children of God— children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband's will, but born of God.”
In any business or sales transaction, you need a commitment from one or more parties.  How would you know that a person has become a Christian by the power of the Holy Spirit after sharing the Gospel with them?
2.  Sometimes a person will say that “I don’t feel saved.”
Q. What place do feelings have in guiding our Christian faith? I know that our salvation is dependent on Christ alone, and not on how we feel, but it seems that God often uses feelings to help guide us. What is the Synod's view on this?
A. We can never use "feelings" as a reliable guide. We have God's Word, the Bible, to guide our knowledge and feelings with regard to our faith. Feelings range from way up to way down and some in between. Does it mean that when we are feeling low, depressed, down in the dumps, that God loves us less, or that Jesus' merits for our salvation are a little bit or lots lower in truth or value. No! Or our heights of feeling good and assured and strong, make God's salvation in Christ that much more important, valuable? No! God's love and salvation remain the same. They never change. They never fibrillate or fail. They are rock solid forever. Our feelings, in contrast, are not completely pure. Sin has affected them badly. They are human, with all the frailties of fallen humanity. No, they cannot be a reliable guide.
Jesus said, "If you continue in My Word, you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will make you free" (John 8:31, 32). The emotions of sorrow over sin, the relief and profound rest and joy and peace that comes from being forgiven and having victory over death and having the hope of eternal life are all truly gifts of the Holy Spirit who keeps us in the true faith. But in themselves they are no sure guide to the veracity or value of true faith.

Whether we like to admit it or not, we make many personal decisions based upon how we feel.  If you don’t feel joyful and content as a Christian, does that mean you are not saved?

3.  Many denominations and non-denominations teach that a truly saved person will leave his or her life of sin behind and demonstrate a new, holy lifestyle.
Q. If I believe someone to be a believing Christian, can I ever criticize him for failing to do good works? Given that he is saved by faith, does God see to it that he will do good works and if so, does God fix the number and character of these works? Can a person with faith feel assured that he is doing enough good works, and that God is indifferent to further ones? Can a person who is not saved do good works? Is God indifferent to them? Or is He glad when an agnostic performs an act of Christ-like mercy? If a Christian knows that he is saved by knowing that he has faith, should he bother with the question whether he is practicing Christ's teachings, given that faith alone is sufficient for salvation? Or should he bother with it only because a large enough absence of good works would suggest his faith might be too weak for salvation?
A. You may criticize your Christian brother for failing to do good works insofar as God's Word criticizes him (faith without deeds is dead--James 2:14-26), but you must criticize yourself at the same time, because no one is perfect, all have sinned. We need to be merciful and forgiving to one another. Also encourage one another to do good works (Heb. 10:24-25).

Consider this Word to be the answer to your next two questions:  "For we are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do" (Eph. 2:10). The answer to the second part of this question is no, we cannot feel assured that we have done or are doing enough good works, since we do not know how many God has set for us to do. We don't know what God's plans are. If God has prepared in advance the works we are to do, He cannot be indifferent to any of our good works. Again, we need to encourage one another to do good works.

All our good works are tainted with sin. "All our righteous acts are like filthy rags," as Isaiah reminds us. Therefore, they cannot be counted for our salvation. Only the perfect, all-sufficient righteousness that Jesus accomplished for us with His perfect life, will be enough for our salvation. This comes to us by grace, imputed to us through faith, faith being a gift of God (Eph. 2:8-9).

God recognizes the Christ-like good works of the unbeliever as good in the sense that they are done according to the divine Law written in their hearts (Rom. 2:15). However, since they come from a wicked heart that is dead in trespasses and sins (Eph. 2:1), and not from faith, they are sin (Rom. 14:23) and in the spiritual sense displease God (Ps. 53:1-3). In the Kingdom of God's power, the civil righteousness--the good works of unbelievers--are good only outwardly. These are necessary for the welfare of human society, and God even rewards them with temporal blessings. But these good works of the unbelievers get them nowhere with God in His Kingdom of grace. Even works of civil righteousness will ultimately receive the condemnation of Jesus and will not prevent eternal punishment (Matt.25:41-46).

The Christian is not saved by KNOWING that he has faith. By grace, God has given him faith in Jesus, and it is through that faith he is saved. For example, Abraham believed God (had faith, not just knew he had faith) and it was credited to him as righteousness (Romans 4:3). Yes, the Christian should bother whether he is doing Christ's good works, even though he is saved by faith alone. It is God's will and express command that the Christian should do good works, which the Holy Spirit works in him. Christ's good works are indicators that the Christian has Christ's faith and not something else. Christ's good works will be the products of that faith, and those good works will be the public signs on which Christ will pronounce His public final judgment (Matt. 25).

Faith, big or small, strong or weak, as long as it trusts in Jesus' merits, will SAVE. Saving faith is not contingent upon the amount of works one does, but is a gift of the Holy Spirit through the Gospel. Trust in Jesus above all for forgiveness and life eternal. Work while it is day before night comes when we cannot work, knowing that God has given us a purpose and things to do for Him in this short little life.
How would you share Jesus Christ with others if your family, friends and coworkers see you sinning day after day?  
4.  A lot of Christians believe, “Once saved, always saved”; meaning, person can’t lose his or her salvation.

Q. Can you lose your salvation and if you can, what do you need to do to regain it again?
A. The Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod believes and teaches that it is possible for a true believer to fall from faith, as Scripture itself soberly and repeatedly warns us (1 Cor. 10:12; 1 Pet. 5:8; 2 Pet. 3:17; Heb. 2:1-3; 3:12-19; 6:4-8, etc.). Such warnings are intended for Christians who appear to be lacking a right understanding of the seriousness of their sin and of God's judgment against sin, and who, therefore, are in danger of developing a false and proud "security" based not on God's grace, but on their own works, self-righteousness, or freedom to "do as they please." 

By the same token, the LCMS affirms and treasures all of the wonderful passages in Scripture in which God promises that He will never forsake those who trust in Christ Jesus alone for salvation (John 10:27-29; Romans 8; Heb. 13: 5-6, etc.). To those who are truly repentant and recognize their need for God's grace and forgiveness, such passages are powerful reminders of the true security that is ours through sincere and humble faith in Christ alone for our salvation. 

A person may be restored to faith in the same way he or she came to faith in the first place: by repenting of his or her sin and unbelief and trusting completely in the life, death and resurrection of Christ alone for forgiveness and salvation. 

Whenever a person does repent and believe, this always takes place by the grace of God alone and by the power of the Holy Spirit working through God's Word in a person's heart. 

5.  What if a Christian dies and didn’t have a chance to confess his or her final sins.  Does he or she still go to Heaven?

Q. Recently in a conversation, an individual stated that if a believer dies with unconfessed known sin he or she loses salvation and spend eternity in hell. What is the LCMS position regarding this matter?
A. According to Scripture (and the teaching of the LCMS), the sole cause of damnation is lack of faith in Christ. If a person dies without faith in Christ, that person will be damned. If a person dies believing in Christ, that person will be saved--whether or not it was possible for that person to specifically "confess" every sin he or she was conscious of before dying (not to mention the confession of unknown sins, which it would be impossible to confess). To be sure, the stubborn refusal to confess one's sins may be a sign of unbelief, but it is always and only the unbelief itself--not the failure to confess--that damns, just as it is always and only faith in Christ--not confession of sins--that saves a person.

Your best friend is a Christian, married, and suddenly dies in bed with a person who is not his or her spouse.  “Do not commit adultery” is one of the Ten Commandments that Christians are told to keep.  Some members of your church say that deceased person is now in hell.  What will you say?
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