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  Preface



The famous song by Julie Andrews begins with the words:




Let’s start at the very beginning

A very good place to start

When you read you begin with A-be-see

When you sing you begin with do-re-mi




With apologies, I’d like to borrow the second line as a title if I may. The author of the Bible letter to the Hebrews referred to ’the elementary teaching about the Christ’ (Hebrews 6:1). While I don’t have the exact same material in mind, that description may also apply to what we hope to share. It certainly includes ‘laying a foundation of repentance from dead works and of faith toward God.’ So, let’s begin at the beginning …  
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  Repentance - Turning Around Before God

  
  




Have you ever watched a large vehicle that’s taken the wrong road? It needs to turn around. This can be difficult. It takes skill to reverse and turn something as big as that on narrow roads. The word ‘repentance,’ as it’s used in the Bible, means ‘to turn around.’ We find it mentioned right at the beginning of Mark’s Gospel: “… Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the gospel of God, and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel” (Mark 1:14,15).




From those words of Jesus, we see that it’s something we need to do before we believe the Gospel. An easy or shallow form of believing the Gospel, without first sincerely and genuinely repenting, will not ensure our salvation from the punishment that our sins deserve. And yet, repenting is something we humans find so difficult to do. Our pride gets in the way. God intends that we turn around in our thoughts and lives; by thinking and acting differently to how we did before.




The story is told of a young boy who was proud that his famous dad owned a gun that he kept in the house. But, tragically, one day when his dad was depressed he took his own gun and shot himself. That changed the boy’s attitude towards that gun. Before this happened, it was an object of admiration for the young boy, now he hated it, for it had taken the life of his father. His thoughts after the fatal shooting were no longer the same as his thoughts had been before the shooting. He now hated that gun because it had taken his precious father’s life.




Instead of that gun, now think about the sin in your life. Often, before we encounter God we think it’s smart to commit sin or else we take pleasure in it. We’re satisfied to please ourselves and go our own way, and do our own thing. But then, one day, something happens to make us think differently. We find ourselves beginning to hate the very sin we once took delight in. And so we turn from sin to God. Our thoughts are not God’s thoughts. This is exactly what the Bible prophet, Isaiah, says in his fifty-fifth chapter: “For My thoughts are not your thoughts, Nor are your ways My ways,” declares the Lord. “For as the heavens are higher than the earth, So are My ways higher than your ways And My thoughts than your thoughts” (Isaiah 55:8,9).




Some people talk about acting in haste and then repenting at leisure. In other words, they do something in a hurry, a rushed decision, and then spend the rest of their life regretting it. But repenting of something is much more than simply having regrets. A thief may regret the fact that he was caught by the policeman. That’s not repentance, at least not the whole story. We said earlier that repentance is hard for us. In fact, it’s worse than that. It’s impossible. The Bible tells us that it’s God who grants us repentance. It’s God who makes us willing and able to repent. It takes nothing less than a work of God in the heart and mind of a hopeless and helpless sinner who is dead in his or her sins (Ephesians 2:1). The Apostle Paul said as much when giving some pastoral instruction to young Timothy. He said: “The Lord’s bond-servant must not be quarrelsome, but be kind to all, skillful in teaching, patient when wronged, with gentleness correcting those who are in opposition, if perhaps God may grant them repentance leading to the knowledge of the truth, and they may come to their senses and escape from the snare of the devil, having been held captive by him to do his will” (2 Timothy 2:24-26).




Notice it’s God who grants repentance. We spoke earlier about the young man whose attitude towards a certain gun had turned from pride to hatred when it became the instrument that killed his own father. May I ask: has there been a time in your life when the sin that you once took pleasure in became a hateful thing in your eyes, because you came to view it as the reason why the innocent and sinless Son of God, Jesus of Nazareth, had to die in your place?




Let’s pause now again by the cross of Jesus. Two robbers were crucified beside Jesus on the day he died. Just like some of the passing crowd, they also cursed Jesus, but one of the two robbers as he was dying next to Jesus, showed a changed attitude. He admitted he deserved to die, but Jesus did not. He called on Jesus to remember him, acknowledging Jesus was the promised king and saviour. Here’s how Luke describes the scene in our Bible, in Luke’s Gospel chapter 23:


“And when they led him [Jesus] away, they seized a man, Simon of Cyrene, as he was coming in from the country, and placed on him the cross to carry behind Jesus. Now following Him was a large crowd of the people, and of women who were mourning and grieving for Him. But Jesus turned to them and said, ‘Daughters of Jerusalem, stop weeping for Me, but weep for yourselves and for your children. For behold, days are coming when they will say, ‘Blessed are those who cannot bear, and the wombs that have not given birth, and the breasts that have not nursed.’ Then they will begin to say to the mountains, ‘Fall on us,’ and to the hills, ‘Cover us.’ For if they do these things when the tree is green, what will happen when it is dry?’




“Now two others, who were criminals, were also being led away to be put to death with Him. And when they came to the place called The Skull, there they crucified Him and the criminals, one on the right and the other on the left … And the people stood by, watching. And even the rulers were sneering at Him, saying, ‘He saved others; let Him save Himself if this is the Christ of God, His Chosen One.’ The soldiers also ridiculed Him, coming up to Him, offering Him sour wine, and saying, ‘If You are the King of the Jews, save Yourself!” Now there was also an inscription above Him, ‘THIS IS THE KING OF THE JEWS.’




“One of the criminals who were hanged there was hurling abuse at Him, saying, ‘Are You not the Christ? Save Yourself and us!’ But the other responded, and rebuking him, said, ‘Do you not even fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? And we indeed are suffering justly, for we are receiving what we deserve for our crimes; but this man has done nothing wrong.’ And he was saying, ‘Jesus, remember me when You come into Your kingdom!’ And He said to him, ‘Truly I say to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise.’




“It was now about the sixth hour, and darkness came over the entire land until the ninth hour, because the sun stopped shining; and the veil of the temple was torn in two. And Jesus, crying out with a loud voice, said, ‘Father, into Your hands I entrust My spirit.’ And having said this, He died. Now when the centurion saw what had happened, he began praising God, saying, ‘This man was in fact innocent.’ And all the crowds who came together for this spectacle, after watching what had happened, began to return home, beating their chests. And all His acquaintances and the women who accompanied Him from Galilee were standing at a distance, seeing these things” (Luke 23:26-49).




That’s the story of the robber who turned to Christ in his dying hours. His had been a wretched existence. But he exited this world to regain consciousness in Paradise. He’d repented and believed in Christ and so escaped the fires of torment. As I once heard one young man say in a paraphrase of the apostle: ‘It’s better to turn than to burn.’




A last word about that repentant thief. Will you take careful notice with me that his place in Paradise was neither earned nor deserved? If we were to somewhat fancifully imagine such an undeserving applicant standing at the pearly gate (as it’s popularly put, from Revelation 21:21). If someone, an angel perhaps, were to try to restrain him with the words: ‘Why should you be allowed in here?’ Then if we think of the crucified robber, here, of all people, was a man who could boast no religious merit of his own. No life spent fasting, praying, attending religious services. But what he could say was simply this: ‘The man who died on the centre cross said I could enter here!’
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  Salvation - Not by Works But by Faith in Christ Alone

  
  




In some parts of the world, serious crimes are punished by death. That is, criminals guilty of major crimes are still executed by the state in some parts of the world. In these areas, the guilty prisoners wait in cells on what’s often referred to as ‘Death Row.’ I can vividly recall being in one such country where the death sentence was still a reality for persons found guilty of drug trafficking offences. I picked up the daily newspaper one morning and read an article in which the prisoners themselves, as they awaited execution, were called ‘the living dead.’ That particular wording reminded me of a section of the New Testament of the Bible. It’s from the Apostle Paul when writing to the Christians believers who were at first century Ephesus:


“And you were dead in your offenses and sins, in which you previously walked according to the course of this world, according to the prince of the power of the air, of the spirit that is now working in the sons of disobedience. Among them we too all previously lived in the lusts of our flesh, indulging the desires of the flesh and of the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, just as the rest. But God, being rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us, even when we were dead in our wrongdoings, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you have been saved), and raised us up
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