
 

What We Believe about Salvation

The single most significant experience in life is receiving the salvation provided by Christ
on the Cross. This experience is so significant that the Bible uses over a hundred different
expressions to describe it. The experience is difficult to describe fully if a person has not per-
sonally experienced salvation.

The Bible uses the word salvation in three different ways. First, salvation is described in
a past tense. In this sense we have been saved from the guilt and penalty of sin. Second,
salvation is described in a present tense. This means we are being saved from the habit and
dominion of sin. Third, salvation is described in a future tense. Someday, we will be saved from
all the physical infirmities which are the consequence of sin and the curse of God upon sin.

The Bible uses many different expressions to describe the change that takes place in a
person’s life in salvation. Each expression describes the same thing from a slightly different
perspective, emphasizing a particular aspect of this experience. As we examine what we be-
lieve about salvation, we will focus our study on four of these words: conversion, regeneration,
justification, and sanctification.

Conversion

Bible teachers often use the word conversion when describing the salvation experience
from a human perspective. Conversion refers to the personality change that takes place when
a person becomes a Christian. This change embraces the total person, intellect, emotions, and
will. The apostle Paul described the conversion experience when he wrote, “ye have obeyed
from the heart that form of doctrine which was delivered you” (Rom. 6:17).

Conversion often begins with a change in thinking or acquiring new knowledge. To be
converted, a person must know the Gospel. Although there is only one Gospel (Gal. 1:9), it may
be described as both personal truth and propositional truth. The Gospel is personal truth
because it is the person of Jesus (1 Cor. 2:2). The Gospel is also propositional truth which
means it is an accurate formula because it is the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ
(1 Cor. 15:1-4).

There are several things people must know to be converted. First, they must know their
need, “all have sinned” (Rom. 3:23). The Bible emphasizes our need for conversion by remind-
ing us that no one is righteous before God and all are sinners. Second, people need to know the
penalty for their sin. The Bible says, “The wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23). This refers to
both physical death (James 2:26) and the second death which is eternal separation from God
(Rev. 20:14). Third, people need to know God’s provision for salvation. This provision is found
in the substitutionary death of Christ for our sins. Christ died for us (Rom. 5:8). As a result,
God is able to offer salvation as a free gift to all who respond (“Believe in thine heart,” Rom.
10:9) and receive Christ Jesus as Lord (Rom. 6:23).

THINGS PEOPLE MUST KNOW TO BE CONVERTED

Their need
The penalty for their sin

God’s provision for salvation
How to respond to the Gospel
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Knowing the Gospel (intellectually) is foundational to the conversion experience, but just
knowing is not enough. People are not converted until they apply these truths and receive
Jesus (John 1:12). People need to know these truths, but they also need to know how to re-
spond to the Gospel.

Because conversion impacts the total personality of a person, it is not surprising that
emotions (feelings) are also affected in conversion. Sometimes, God will use our emotions to
bring us to personal repentance and saving faith (2 Cor. 7:9-10). In the experience of others,
the emotions are impacted after the conversion experience takes place (Acts 8:8). Everybody
has a different way of expressing their emotions depending upon their age, sex, cultural back-
ground, and other unique experiences which have made them who they are. Therefore, every-
body will have different emotional responses when they are converted. The emotional re-
sponse is not that which effects conversion, but when conversion takes place one’s emotions
will be involved to some degree.

Ultimately, conversion involves a definite act of the will. The Bible describes people being
converted with expressions like “trusting in” (Prov. 3:4), “repenting” (Acts 2:38), “believing”
(Acts 16:31), “receiving” (John 1:12), “being born again” (John 3:7), “calling” and “confessing”
(Rom. 10:9). Each of these verbs implies involving one’s will in the conversion experience.

People are converted when they repent of their sin and believe the Gospel. When Jesus
preached, He said, “Repent ye, and believe in the Gospel” (Mark 1:15). Repentance means to
turn around, change your mind about sin in such a way that it results in a change of action.
Saving faith takes place when a person trusts God for salvation depending upon the finished
work of Christ on the Cross. In the conversion experience, repentance and saving faith are two
sides of the same coin. When people are converted, they turn from their sins (repentance) to
faith in God (1 Thess. 1:9-10). Biblical repentance and saving faith do not exist apart from
each other.

Conversion may be viewed as both a process and an event. Many Christians vividly re-
member the exact context in which they were converted. Others can remember a time prior to
their conversion and know they are now converted, but have difficulty identifying the exact
“hour of decision.” In both cases, their conversion experience was part of a much larger conver-
sion process.

Some Christians object to viewing conversion as a process fearing it may lead to the con-
clusion that a person can earn salvation or can become a Christian without being converted.
Both conclusions are wrong. Salvation is a gift from God (Eph. 2:8-9). Also, Jesus expressly
told Nicodemus, “Unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God” (John 3:3).

Regeneration

Regeneration is the work of God through the Holy Spirit within a person who has “saving
faith,” in which a new nature is given that makes the person capable of doing the will of God.
Whereas conversion looks at the salvation experience from a human perspective, regenera-
tion describes the same experience from a divine perspective. While the term regeneration
occurs in only one verse to describe this experience (Tit. 3:5), it is also described as being “born
again” (John 3:3, 7).

The Bible teaches several things about being born again. First, this is an act of God. Only
God can forgive sin and save a soul (Mark 2:7). Second, regeneration produces spiritual life in
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the believer. Paul described the Ephesian Christians as “dead in trespasses and sins” prior to
their being made alive in Christ (Eph. 2:1). This new life given Christians when they believe
in Christ as Saviour has been described as The Life of God in the Soul of Man. When a person
is born again, both the Father and Son (John 14:23) and the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:11) take up
residence in the believer. The new life in the Christian is Christ living in and through him or
her (Gal. 2:20).

Because the new life in regeneration is tied to the indwelling presence of God in the be-
liever, regeneration understandably produces noticeable changes. Perhaps the first of these
noticeable changes is a new nature. This new nature is inclined to serve God and enables the
believer to control the old sinful nature and live a victorious Christian life. Second, the Chris-
tian is transformed into a new creation (2 Cor. 5:17). This change was extremely dramatic in
the experience of many Corinthian believers. Those who had been unfaithful, idol worshipers,
homosexuals, thieves, alcoholics, terrorists, and extortioners were transformed into Christian
believers by the Spirit of God (1 Cor. 6:9-11). For others, the change may be less dramatic but
just as real.

The basis of both conversion and regeneration is the Scriptures which are the instrument
of salvation and the Holy Spirit who is the agent of salvation. The Bible convicts of sin (John
16:9-11), gives us a new nature (2 Peter 1:4), and is the basis of our spiritual power to over-
come sin (Ps. 119:9-11). It effects a new birth in our life (1 Peter 1:23). The Holy Spirit is the
agent of salvation – the Person who convicts of sin, draws people to Christ, and gives new life
to those who repent. When we come to saving faith in Christ, we are indwelt by the Holy Spirit
and “the Spirit Himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God” (Rom. 8:15).

Justification

While there are many things which happen in the experience of the Christian at the
moment of salvation, there are also a number of things which happen outside the realm of
experience which are nevertheless just as real. The conversion/regeneration experience coin-
cides with a legal declaration of our righteous standing before God. This aspect of salvation is
called “justification.” This exciting aspect of the doctrine of salvation gave birth to the Protes-
tant Reformation.

Justification is the act whereby God declares a person righteous when he or she trusts
Christ. It is the means by which God establishes a legal relationship between God and people.
It doesn’t make people perfect but rather declares them perfect in God’s sight. Someone has
put it this way: “Justification means God sees me ‘just-as-if ’ I’d never sinned!”

Justification is non-experiential. It gives us a new standing before God and is the means
by which we enter into a new position in the heavenlies (Eph. 2:6). It is a judicial act on the
part of God that results in our having peace with God (Rom. 5:1). The Bible describes justifica-
tion in several contexts. The possibility of our justification was accomplished by the atoning
death of Christ (Rom. 3:24-25). Justification is applied to the life of the Christian when he or
she exercises justifying faith (Rom. 5:1). We give evidence of the reality of our justification by
the good works which issue from our life (James 2:18, 24).

Abraham is the first person in Scripture who is described as having been justified by faith
(Gen. 15:6). Abraham did not consider the circumstances of his life which made the realization
of God’s promise to him seem impossible, but was “fully persuaded that, what he (God) had
promised, he was able also to perform” (Rom. 4:21). This faith in God resulted in his justifica-
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tion (Gen. 15:6). Later, Abraham demonstrated the reality of his faith by doing what God
wanted Him to do (James 2:21).

Some people fail to understand the relationship between faith and works in justification.
They attempt to impress God with a variety of good works hoping to be accepted by God. But
the Bible teaches that our sin has separated us from God. Even if we were to live perfect lives
from this day until the day we die, the sins we have already committed would stand in the way
of our being declared righteous. The only way we can be justified before God is to accept
Christ’s righteousness by faith. Then when His righteousness has become our righteousness,
we will naturally want to do the kind of good works He did, demonstrating to others the
change which has already taken place in our life.

In justification, God declares us not guilty of sin and we have a perfect record in heaven.
When He looks at us, He sees the record of His Son and applies it to our case.

Justification is the act whereby our legal position in heaven is changed. This act in and of
itself does not change the person being justified. But as that person begins to realize what was
involved in his or her justification, it will be expressed in a new lifestyle. When a person is
declared a citizen of a new country, there is no physical change in the person. But as he or she
begins to apply the benefits of citizenship, that person begins to do things that would not have
been allowed or done previously (voting, enjoying certain liberties, etc.).

We are justified at our conversion. It often takes time to experience the change which has
taken place in our life. The process by which we apply our salvation to a lifestyle which be-
comes more Christlike is called “sanctification.”

The key to sanctification is letting Christ live His life fully through our life (Gal. 2:20). The
apostle Paul describes this process throughout his epistles, but perhaps never so clearly as in
Romans 6. In that chapter, he used four verbs to describe the practical steps in working out
our personal salvation into a consistent Christian lifestyle.

The first of these four verbs is “know” (Rom. 6:3, 6, 9). Our actions as Christians are the
result of certain attitudes which are based on biblical truth. Paul wanted us to know that we
have been identified with Christ in His death. This means that just as Christ had victory over
death, so we also can have victory over the old nature which has been crucified with Christ.
Knowing we can have spiritual victory is the first step in experiencing that victory.

The second word used by Paul is “reckon” (Rom. 6:11). This word means to count on or rely
upon this to be true. If we know the old nature is “dead,” we should count on this to be true
when we face temptation. If that part of our life is dead, we should not try to revive it by
encouraging it to sin. Rather, reckon it dead and don’t sin.

The third key verb in this chapter is “yield” (Rom. 6:13). It is not enough to simply not
respond to sin with the old nature. We also need to respond positively to God with our new
nature. Yielding to God means that we give Him the “right of way” in our life.

Finally, Paul also used the word “obey” (Rom. 6:16-17) to describe the fourth step in this
process. Obedience is the natural implication of recognizing Jesus as Lord in our life. Regard-
less of what we say, the one we are most ready to obey is the real Lord in our life. When we fail
to obey Christ, we deny His lordship in that area of our life.

The process of sanctification is similar to a child learning to walk. As the child takes his or
her first steps, that child begins walking. But usually the new walker will stumble and fall
many times before walking becomes second nature. This is often the experience in the Chris-



tian life as we attempt to “walk worthy of the vocation wherewith ye are called” (Eph. 4:1). As
you begin taking these steps, there may be times when you stumble and fall. This does not
mean you will never be successful in living the Christian life, only that you are learning. Like
the child who stumbles, you need to get up again and try taking another step. At first, you may
have to concentrate on each step and strive to keep balance in your Christian life. But as you
become more experienced in your Christian life, you will find these steps in your walk becom-
ing a second nature.

Chapter Six Review & Discussion

Review Questions

1. What is conversion?

2. What is the basis of conversion and regeneration?

3. What is justification/how are we justified?

Discussion Questions

1. How can you be sanctified?

2. What are the steps to having a consistent Christian lifestyle?

3. What should you do if you “stumble and fall” in your Christian life?
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