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Take a Bible and meet me in Acts 4...

Most of us probably do not watch the Oscars, but every so often something happens at the Academy Awards
that is hard to miss. That was certainly the case a few years ago, when Will Smith acted out his favorite scene
from the life of Moses and, in anger, got on stage and struck a [Chris] Rock (cf. Exod 17:1-7).! His views on
religion, as it turns out, are just as concerning. He once said in an interview:

“I love the nature of humanity’s search for meaning. For me I’m certain about my relationship with the
model of perfection of human life that’s laid out in the life of Jesus Christ. I’'m certain of that. So I’'m at
home and not fearful when I sit in a mosque or a synagogue or a Buddhist temple, the same way that I’'m
home in the Church of Scientology. I like anywhere people are searching for truth, and I respect their
path and I’'m intrigued by their path...My grandmother raised me to be a do-gooder in the church, that it
was about doing what you can to help your community. So whatever religion does that—Jewish,
Muslim, Scientology—it’s cool because the end result is the same.”?

Smith’s sentiments here are not unique. In fact, they are quite popular in the West, even among those who
consider themselves Christian. One recent survey found that 60% of those who would describe themselves as
“born-again Christians” between the ages of 18-55 believe that Jesus is not the only way to God. When these
respondents were asked why they do not regularly share their faith with others, the top reason given was the
belief that different religions can lead a person to heaven.? I wish I could say that this poll was an anomaly, but
it is not. This has been the alarming trend, and it suggest to me either that most professing Christians in the
West do not read their Bibles or don’t view their Bible as all that authoritative. That’s a scary thought to me.
And it should be to you too.

It reminds me of something R. C. Sproul once wrote,

“There is no tenet more basic to contemporary secular culture than that of religious tolerance. Our
country was based on the principle that people of all religious creeds and backgrounds are welcome on
our shores and are to be accorded the freedom of religious expression so that all religions are equally
tolerated under the law. Today, however, the assumption of the secularist is that all religions are not only
to be equally tolerated under the law but are equally valid (or invalid). The American truth today is that
what you believe does not matter so long as you are sincere, and there are many roads that go to heaven.
Some go directly and some by a more circuitous route, but in the final analysis, all that God is really
concerned about is that we be people of faith. I cannot think of a principle more plainly and
categorically opposed to the universal teaching of sacred Scripture—both Old and New Testaments—
than that idea.”

Our text this morning is one (among many) that flatly contradicts these trends by reminding us that the Bible is
pretty clear on the matter of where salvation can be found. We are jumping to the same passage that we
examined last week. It describes some of the aftermath of a particular miracle that occurred at the Beautiful
Gate of the Jewish temple. A man born without the ability to walk had been healed after a conversation with
Peter and John. The people were amazed and wanted to know how this had happened. Peter tells the people that
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Jesus deserves the glory for healing the man, and then goes on to highlight the guilt the people had incurred for
the death of Jesus. He calls them to repentance and faith. And chapter 4 begins with a description of how people
respond. I’d like to read those verses to you once more as we begin. If you are able, let me invite you to stand to
your feet in recognition of the authority of God’s Word. Follow along as I read...

“And as they were speaking to the people, the priests and the captain of the temple and the Sadducees
came upon them, ? greatly annoyed because they were teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus the
resurrection from the dead. > And they arrested them and put them in custody until the next day, for it
was already evening. * But many of those who had heard the word believed, and the number of the men
came to about five thousand.
3 On the next day their rulers and elders and scribes gathered together in Jerusalem,  with

Annas the high priest and Caiaphas and John and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly
family. 7 And when they had set them in the midst, they inquired, ‘By what power or by what name did
you do this?’ 8 Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, ‘Rulers of the people and elders, ° if
we are being examined today concerning a good deed done to a crippled man, by what means this man
has been healed, '’ let it be known to all of you and to all the people of Israel that by the name of Jesus
Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead—by him this man is standing
before you well. ' This Jesus is the stone that was rejected by you, the builders, which has become the
cornerstone. 12 And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given
among men by which we must be saved.’” (Acts 4:1-12)

This is God’s Word. You may be seated...

Last week, when we considered these verses, our focus was largely on...

The Outcome of Gospel Proclamation

I attempted to demonstrate that what we see in this text is pretty typical of what we see when we ourselves share
the Gospel in this world. When we share the truth about Jesus, I argued, we should, first of all...

Expect Different Results

As we see in these verses some believed Peter, and some did not. Some received Jesus, and some rejected. It
was a mixed bag. And we should expect the same with our Gospel witness. But, second, we should also...

Expect Difficult Resistance

Those who reject Jesus will reject us. Jesus warned us of this. “A4 servant is not greater than his master,” He
said. “If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you” (John 15:20). Christians have always been resisted.
And persecution is the norm, not the exception. We—the church in the West—is the exception in that we have
largely been insulated from the extreme forms of persecution that our brothers and sisters face around the world,
and have faced throughout Church history. But there’s still a cost for us to follow Jesus faithfully. It may cost
our relationship or reputation or worse. For Peter and John it cost them a night behind bars and a fierce
interrogation before the same high court that sentenced Jesus to death. And it would cost them more in the
pages ahead. But Jesus was worth it. And they knew this. So they were willing to suffer for Christ’s sake. We
should expect some measure of suffering as well, if we are resolved to follow Jesus in this world. As Paul said,
“all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted” (2 Tim 3:12). But there is help for us in
those moments. We don’t go in them alone. And this leads us to the third thing we can expect when we share
the truth about Jesus. We should...

Expect Divine Resources



Verse 8 tells us that Peter was filled with the Holy Spirit. We considered how the Spirit of God provides us with
the needed courage, perspective, and even the very words we need for those desperate moments. The Spirit
doesn’t just provide that for men like Peter, but for all God’s children. We will have what we need, when we
need it. To the extent that we believe that, we will speak up for Jesus. These are some of the things we
considered last week.

Today I want to shift our focus to the final three verses of our text—verses 10, 11, and 12—because I think it is
in these verses that we can see a few reasons why the Gospel is so offensive to so many. So we are pivoting
from the outcome of Gospel proclamation to...

The Offense of Gospel Claims

One might have thought that the healing for a man who had been crippled for forty years would have been cause
for celebration among the Jewish leaders, “but as far as the Sanhedrin was concerned, it was the fact that the
action had been done in the name of ‘Jesus Christ of Nazareth’ (Acts 3:6) that caused them offense.” They
weren’t taking issue with the healing, as much as with the Healer.® The Healer, according to Peter, “whom God
raised from the dead” and by whom “this man is standing before you well” (4:10). It’s difficult to overestimate
just how much the claim of Christ’s resurrection and its implication would have offended the sensibilities of

these religious leaders. And this reminds us that the claims of the Gospel can be offensive. Why? Because, first
ofall...

They Appear Foolish

The Bible says that “the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing” (1 Cor 1:18; NIV). One
of the reasons it appears so foolish is the claim that the crucified Savior was raised from the dead. The
resurrection is a “stumbling block” for many, including many of these Jewish leaders in our text (cf. 1:23).”
Why? Well, to begin with, the Sadducees were the “materialistic rationalists”® among the Jews, the “theological
liberals.” They denied the existence of angels, demons, and an afterlife. They believed that the soul died with
the body.!° They denied all notions of God predestining human activities. They rejected the legal traditions of
the Pharisees, accepting only the Torah—the first five books of your Old Testament—as authoritative.!! They
denied the supernatural. The healed man standing before them was thus a problem for their theology, as was the
Apostles’ claim of the resurrection, for they also denied the resurrection of the dead (Acts 23:8).

Furthermore, they were not looking for a Messiah (Christ) because they believed that the messianic age was
launched during the Maccabean period, a couple centuries before.!? So when Peter and John, along with the
other Apostles, are found to be preaching not only the resurrection, but also the resurrection of the Christ, they
would find it doubly offensive. Moreover, the reality of Christ’s resurrection would give more credibility to the
teaching of the Pharisees, who did in fact believe in the resurrection of the dead, a point of regular contention
between these competing factions among the Jews.

Nevertheless, the Pharisees, on the whole, were not comfortable with what the Apostles were claiming either.
While the Pharisees did believe in the future resurrection of the body, they did not think it was something that
would happen anytime soon. Peter and John claiming that Jesus was raised from the dead recently (4:10)
contradicted their expectations and teachings.!® They had just as much a vested interest in proving these claims
wrong as the Sadducees did. It threatened their credibility among the Jews. It was foolish to their way of
understanding.

And, brothers and sisters, belief in a crucified and raised Savior is no less foolish to many in our day. Paul’s
words still ring true—*“The message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are



being saved it is the power of God.” If we believe that it is the power of God unto salvation, then we should be
ready to be counted among fools by a great many in the world around you. I’'m reminded of the words of the
late Supreme Court Justice, Antonin Scalia,

“God assumed from the beginning that the wise of the world would view Christians as fools...and He
has not been disappointed. Devout Christians are destined to be regarded as fools in modern society. We
are fools for Christ’s sake. We must pray for courage to endure the scorn of the sophisticated world. If I
have brought any message today, it is this: Have the courage to have your wisdom regarded as stupidity.
Be fools for Christ. And have the courage to suffer the contempt of the sophisticated world.”!*

He was not wrong. Christians need to possess “the courage to suffer the contempt of the sophisticated world.”
Andrew Walker, reflecting on Scalia’s words, once commented,

“Christians in America, by the simple fact of our history and geography, are going to have a hard time
understanding this. [ know I do. In all our pretense to be accepted; and in all our self-assurance that
we’re just as much alike the educated elites from whom we secretly and hungrily crave acceptance and
celebration, Scalia’s words remind us that Christians can never, by definition, find perfect welcome in
any homeland. We can never cozy too comfortably with the powerful, the sophisticated, and the
beautiful people lest we empty the cross of its power. We are fools. We are fools. Yes, we want the
sophisticated and the powerful to bend their knee to Christ, but not at the expense of sacrificing what is
essential to our faith: That Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried,
that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures (1 Cor. 15:3-4).”13

But what you and I will learn, sooner or later, is that holding to what is essential to the faith will mean that we
are regarded as fools in this world. Just like with Peter and John in our text, our claims are going to offend the
intellects of a great many in this world. Are you ready and willing to be counted a fool for Christ’s sake?

But the claims of our Christian witness will not just offend some because they appear foolish, but also
because...

They Announce Guilt
Look again at verse 11.

“This Jesus is the stone that was rejected by you, the builders, which has become the cornerstone.” (Acts
4:11)

This is the third time we have seen Peter bearing witness concerning Jesus, and each time (you may have
noticed) he claims that the people are guilty of Christ’s crucifixion (2:23-24; 3:15). Whether they were
numbered among the mob that was screaming for His execution or numbered among fallen sinners for whom
Christ died, they were guilty. In this case, however, he is addressing “the people more immediately responsible
for [Christ’s] crucifixion: many of those listening would have sat in the same place at the rigged trial of Jesus,
condemning Him for blasphemy and deeming Him worthy of death.”!¢ They had hoped that they had put an end
to “the Nazarene,” but according to Peter, not only did God raise Him from the dead, but the risen Jesus had
now raised the lame man to his feet, further proof that Jesus was alive and well. They were guilty.

But Peter assigns guilt to them by showing that the actions of these men was actually predicted in the
Scriptures. The rejected-stone-turned-cornerstone imagery comes from Psalm 118:22, which was a Scripture
that Jesus Himself quoted when He wanted to underscore the seriousness of rejecting Him to those who were
questioning His authority (Luke 20:1-2, 17-18). This was a well-known psalm to these Jews, one that was
regularly sung at Passover.!” It’s a song of salvation (Ps 118:21, 25). It was a song in which Israel’s “king



celebrates God’s intervention in redeeming him from humiliation and giving him a place of honor.”!8 It was a
messianic psalm, which is to say that it anticipated what God would do for the Christ figure He would send.!”

The line Peter draws on reads, “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.”*® But Peter
amends the wording by adding the word “you’ so that these Jewish leaders would see themselves as the
“builders” who were trying to work against God’s design. I would argue that this design here (and in the psalm)
concerns the building up of God’s people, the Kingdom of God, which is seen as a new temple. These
“builders” had cast aside the most important stone in the construction of the new temple.?! The stone is Jesus.
And this temple language is used by Peter, not just here, but also in his first epistle, where he describes the
Church as God’s “spiritual house” or temple, in which Christ was the foundational cornerstone. He writes,

“As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by humans but chosen by God and precious to him—

3 you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering
spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. ® For in Scripture it says: ‘See, I lay a stone
in Zion, a chosen and precious cornerstone, and the one who trusts in him will never be put to shame.’

7 Now to you who believe, this stone is precious. But to those who do not believe, ‘The stone the builders
rejected has become the cornerstone,’ ® and, ‘A stone that causes people to stumble and a rock that
makes them fall. ‘They stumble because they disobey the message—which is also what they were
destined for. ° But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God'’s special possession,
that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.” (1
Peter 2:4-9)

This is temple language. And the “builders”—the leaders of the Jewish people—had overlooked the
significance of the One stone that was essential for establishing God’s true temple. It wasn’t the brick and
mortar temple these leaders were so keen on protecting. As Jesus said, “Something greater than the temple is
here” (Matt 12:6). He is here! And what did these leaders do when Jesus was before them? They misjudged
Him. Here’s how John Piper described it:

“They examined the stone called Jesus of Nazareth to see if he could be a brick in the wall of truth. They
said No and rejected him and threw him out as unusable. But God, the main architect, came along and
saw the stone lying in the grave and picked him up and made him not only a brick in the wall, but the
head of the corner—the chief stone in the building. Men rejected Jesus as a merely local menace with no
significance beyond the killing hill of Golgotha. But God has made Jesus the universal head over all his
house. As Acts 2:36 says: God has made him both Lord and Christ.”?

And Peter is trying to get them to see that if they go on rejecting Christ, they are cutting themselves off from
God’s House, His temple, His people. They have to see their guilt, so that they can turn away from their
rejection of Jesus and turn to Him for mercy.

But that’s not what they’re going to do, at least most of them. They are threatened by this. They don’t want to
acknowledge their guilt. They are offended at the insinuation of their guilt. And so, in the next paragraphs, they
are going to try their best to silence Peter and John. And friends, the same will happen to us.?’

No one is going to receive the Gospel message from us without first acknowledging their guilt. The Gospel is
good news—it announces that God has accomplished salvation for sinners through the death and resurrection of
Jesus, God’s Son. But that salvation is for sinners. If we don’t see ourselves as sinners, then we will not see our
need for the salvation that Jesus offers. So preaching the Gospel requires a preface of bad news. It requires us to
be real about sin to help people to see their guilt and need. And that will not always be received well. People
don’t like being told they are guilty. People like to think of themselves as generally pretty good or at least better
than average. They don’t like being told that they are wrong, that they can’t fix themselves, that they cannot
earn God’s favor or remove their guilt. That’s offensive. And the offended will call us judgmental and label us
as bigots. Are you willing to be called such things for the sake of Christ?
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But, truth be told, our message is not simply “you are guilty,” it’s “we are too!” Christians are not those who
look down upon other sinners, but those who believe themselves to be every bit as in need of the same grace
from God because we were every bit as guilty as our neighbor. We’re not better than anyone. It’s been said that
evangelism—that is, sharing the Gospel (the evangel) with someone—is an exercise of one beggar telling
another where to find bread. We have the Bread of Life! Not because we are better than anyone, but because we
have seen our sin and need for God’s grace. We have trust in Christ Jesus alone to save us. He has forgiven us
of every sin, credited us with His perfect righteousness, brought us into God’s own family. Why? Not because
of us. Because of Jesus! And having received such grace—such unmerited favor—we just want others to
receive that same grace from the Lord. So we call people to repentance not because we see ourselves as better
than or less guilty than they, but because we see Jesus as the on/y hope of the world.

And this leads us to another reason the Christian claims are so offensive, namely...

They Appear Exclusive
And, in a very real sense, they are.* Look at verse 12. Peter says,

“And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by

which we must be saved.” (Acts 4:12)
This is such a countercultural statement in our day, as it was in Peter’s. “There is salvation in no one else...”*
Only Jesus.?® He is not one savior among many. He is the only Savior. There is salvation in no other. As Guy
Waters put it, “We are saved by the man of God’s choosing, and we are saved only on God’s terms. But we are
‘saved’: Jesus is a complete Saviour, sufficient to meet all the sinner’s spiritual needs before God.”?” But it’s
found in Christ alone. And it’s hard to imagine something more intolerable in our culture than such an exclusive
claim. Yet, like it or not, that is the truth of the matter. Did Jesus not say the way was narrow, not wide, that
leads to life and that those who enter it are few (Matt 7:13-14)?

But we have to say even more, as Peter does here. You see, it’s common for people to say, “Yes, I believe that
Jesus is the only source of salvation—meaning that anyone who in the end receives salvation receives it from
Jesus—but that doesn’t mean that Jesus cannot save by some means outside of Christianity.” It is argued, the
faithful Muslim or Jew or Hindu or whatever can be saved by Jesus. In other words, “you don’t have to believe
on Him in order to be saved by Him.”?®

In fact, this is what many of my Roman Catholic friends and theologians believe and have taught. The
Catechism of the Catholic Church cites the church father Cyprian, who said, “Outside of the church there is no
salvation.” What does he mean? Well, “since the third century, the church has interpreted Cyprian as he
intended: people must belong to the church to be saved.”?” He didn’t mean that our membership saves us. He
meant that to be saved is, by definition, to be part of the Church, the body of Christ. But the catechism puts a
post-modern twist on Cyprian’s assertion. It explains, “Re-formulated positively, it means that all salvation
comes from Christ the Head through the Church which is his Body....This affirmation is not aimed at those
who, through no fault of their own, do not know Christ and his Church.”** The catechism cites the Second
Vatican Council for support: “Those who, through no fault of their own, do not know the Gospel of Christ or his
Church, but who nevertheless seek God with a sincere heart, and, moved by grace, try in their actions to do his
will as they know it through the dictates of their conscience—those too may achieve eternal salvation.”?! It
seems to me that this opens to the door to the claim that it doesn’t matter if you believe in Jesus, as long as you
believe sincerely what is good. Sincerity is more necessary than explicit faith in Jesus.

Indeed, the Second Vatican Council’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium, actually says the
following: “The plan of salvation also includes those who acknowledge the Creator, in the first place amongst



whom are the Muslims; these profess to hold the faith of Abraham, and together with us they adore the one,
merciful God, mankind's judge on the last day.” The claim is not that the Muslim is saved apart from Christ.
They would argue that Christ and His work is always the source of salvation. The claim instead is that non-
Christians, including Muslims, can be saved through their own religions if they are sincerely seeking God
through the so-called “good” in those religions. This is cited in the catechism as well.3? This is not an isolated
statement. I’ve got receipts. But I’'m not trying to dunk on Catholics, because, quite frankly, a lot of Protestants,
unfortunately have adopted the same kind of thinking.

And friends, I would contend that is not consistent with what Peter is teaching here. Far from it. Peter, as John
Piper points out, is focusing on the name of Jesus for a reason.>® “There is no other name under heaven given
among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).

“He is saying something more than that there is no other source of saving power that you can be saved
by under some OTHER name. The point of saying, ‘There is no other NAME,’ is that we are saved by
calling on the name of the Lord Jesus. His name is our entrance into fellowship with God. The way of
salvation by faith is a way that brings glory to the name of Jesus. Peter says in Acts 10:43, ‘Every one
who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.” The name of Jesus is the focus of
faith and repentance. In order to believe on Jesus for the forgiveness of sins, you must believe on his
name. That is, you must have heard of him and know who he is as a particular man who did a particular
saving work and rose from the dead.”*

Here's how the Apostle Paul put it:

“For ‘everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.’ '* How then will they call on him in
whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And
how are they to hear without someone preaching? 1> And how are they to preach unless they are sent?”
(Romans 10:13-15)

This is why missionaries are essential. If people were saved by just sincerely believing something other than the
Gospel of Jesus Christ, then perhaps the worst thing we could do would be to send them a missionary to tell
them about Jesus and thereby give them an opportunity to reject Him. If (as Vatican II claims) “[t]he plan of
salvation also includes those who acknowledge the Creator,” then why send out missionaries? Roman
Catholicism is pro-missionaries. By why? Michael Wittmer gets at this when he writes,

“If someone is saved because they worship the God who made the sun and the moon, why go and tell
them more difficult information they might reject? Which is easier, to respond rightly to general
revelation or to believe the specific historical facts about Jesus of Nazareth? I can imagine an islander
saying he knows there is a God, but he is not convinced that Jesus is his Son. Now this man is going to
hell. If inclusivism is correct, we should have left him alone. Some say he is better off to learn about
Jesus now so he might enjoy his salvation before he dies. Sure, but is that worth risking everlasting
damnation? Better to die in ignorance and rise to everlasting glory than to learn about Jesus, reject his
story, and go to hell.”>

Do you see his point? It’s difficult to justify Christian missions if it’s not all that necessary and people can
experience salvation apart from explicit faith in Jesus. But, of course, that is not the situation. And that’s why
Paul dedicated his life to making Jesus known. He understood that Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life, and
that apart from Him no one comes to the Father (John 14:6). And this is “the kind of truth that either makes
converts or makes enemies,” but it is definitely “not a live-and-let-live truth.”3¢ Is that politically correct? No.
Does it conform to social etiquette? Absolutely not. It “grates against the prevalent pluralistic mood of our
society.”” Some might even label it “hate speech.” But what’s the alternative? If we really love people,
sometimes we have to risk offending them for the sake of their soul. People are really going to hell apart from



faith in Christ. That’s a fate, if we truly understood it, we wouldn’t wish on our worst enemies. So what are we
doing? Charles Spurgeon got it right when he said,

“If sinners be damned, at least let them leap to Hell over our dead bodies. And if they perish, let them
perish with our arms wrapped about their knees, imploring them to stay. If Hell must be filled, let it be
filled in the teeth of our exertions, and let not one go unwarned and unprayed for.”

May that be our mentality. May that be our legacy. God help us.

Brothers and sister, our text this morning reminds us, yet again, that there is a cost for faithfulness to Jesus. If
we are going to stand firmly upon the claims of Christ and share with the others the good news of salvation by
grace alone, through faith alone, in Christ alone, then we must be prepared to cause offense. That’s not what we
are aiming for. Not at all. But the teachings of Jesus and His apostles, as we have seen, are going to offend
because they appear foolish to some, they apply guilt to all, and appear exclusive. You will therefore be called a
fool, labeled bigot, and be denounced as arrogant for your insistence that Jesus is the only way.

But remember that the Gospel is not foolish, if it’s true...and it is. It’s not a message that makes us look better
than anyone else, for we are just as guilty and needy before a holy God. And while it’s exclusive in its claim,
there is also a wonderful aspect in which the Gospel is actually quite inclusive, and that is that it invites people
from every place, every background, every ethnicity, every variety of sinful past to the same Savior. And it
includes them all—through faith in Jesus—in the family of God without distinction. You don’t have to be on
the outside. You can know full forgiveness of sins—whatever your sinful past entailed—because Jesus died in
your place on the cross and rose from the grave on the third day. He substituted Himself in your place in
judgment, that you might experience everlasting life with Him. Turn from your sin, see your need for a Savior,
and call upon the name of Jesus alone and He will do it. All of it. That’s why the Gospel is good news. And in
the end there will be a multitude too great to count from every tribe, tongue, people, and nation (Rev 5:9-10;
7:9-10; 14:6-7). What can be more inclusive than that? It’s an inclusive call, with an exclusive claim.>® And you
can be numbered among them, if you would believe the exclusive claim of the Gospel—that Jesus alone can
save you, that “there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by
which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12). Amen! What a Savior!

Let’s pray...
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