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C H A P T ER 1

THE REIGN OF DEATH

When you think of Christmas, what comes to mind? Family? Snow? Presents? 
Baby Jesus? Those are some obvious answers, but what about curse? Death? Pun-
ishment? Christmas should make you think of these things as well.

Too often we think of Jesus’ birth as a quaint nativity scene and nothing more. 
We envision a beautiful baby, the centerpiece of a hay-strewn floor in a rustic 
room aglow with lantern light. The animals have gathered to warm themselves 
and behold the child. We see Jesus’ parents also, simple and earnest folk, kneeling 
at his manger. They’re aware that their child is special, but they don’t yet grasp the 
fullness of it. All of this is true enough, but there’s something more. 

That something more is a human problem so profound that no mere human—no 
matter how wise or strong or upright—could ever hope to solve it. The solution 
required nothing less than divine intervention, action on an infinite scale. 
How would God move? By sending an angel army? By rolling up the sky like a 
scroll? No, none of that. 

He sent a baby. 

The feel-good scene of the nativity was Jesus’ first step in fixing the human 
problem, a fix that would involve his eventual humiliation, torture, and public 
execution on a cross. This violent end wasn’t ill fate or a tragic mix-up; neither was 
it simply miscarried justice. No, God the Father planned Jesus’ sacrificial mission 
before the creation of the world, and Jesus began to accomplish that mission from 
the moment of his birth as the one born both human and divine. 
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What was required of Jesus was perfection from start to finish. No sin, no moral 
slackness, no self-centeredness. He was to live a blameless human life, adhering 
always to God’s law. He had to get right what Adam and Eve and every human 
after them got so tragically wrong. Only by this standard would Jesus be fit for 
the task given him. And so it is that Christmas began the work that was complet-
ed on Easter morning.

The world wasn’t tainted when God created it. It was pristine, pure, unmarred 
by sin. God called all he made “good” (Genesis 1:4,10,12,18,21,25), and when he 
created Adam and Eve on day six he upped his assessment and said it was all “very 
good” (Genesis 1:31). Creation at that time was an undimmed reflection of God’s 
nature. This included Adam and Eve, who were created in the likeness of God. 
They had pure hearts that were able to obey God and love him without deviation. 
Today we can’t even imagine having that kind of purity. What makes their situa-
tion even more incredible is that they were told not to do only one thing. The focus 
of God’s instructions was on all the good things they were given to do: 

Be fruitful, multiply, fill the earth, and subdue it. Rule the 
fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, and every creature 
that crawls on the earth. 

Genesis 1:28

What privilege! These aren’t just things Adam and Eve could 
and should do; these are things they would want to do. Sure, the 
assignments entailed hard work and planning, but these can be some 
of our best sources of joy. Adam and Eve were given the chance to be 
nothing less than world builders, stewards over a vast domain teeming with 
possibilities for culture and grandeur and contentment. There was abundance 
to be had, delights from the hand of the Creator who set Adam and Eve up as the 
centerpieces of his work. 
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Look, I have given you every seed-bearing plant on the 
surface of the entire earth and every tree whose fruit 
contains seed. This food will be for you, for all the wildlife 
of the earth, for every bird of the sky, and for every 
creature that crawls on the earth—everything having the 
breath of life in it. I have given every green plant for food. 

Genesis 1:29-30

Besides providing for their every need and giving them a variety of opportunities, 
God gave himself. Adam and Eve were permitted to be in his immediate presence, 
innocent souls communing with Holy God. All of this benefit came with only one 
restriction: Adam and Eve were not to eat the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil (Genesis 2:17). 

The ban on this fruit doesn’t mean the tree was bad, and neither does it mean 
God was keeping them from the best. They were given every other tree and 
plant to eat from and enjoy. Instead, God banned them from this tree as a kind 
of test or probationary period. It wasn’t an impossible task. Adam and Eve, un-
fallen and pure of heart, had the power to obey God and keep his one restriction. 

This command wasn’t about the tree, really. It was about placing God at the 
center of all thinking and the foundation of all knowledge. God is the Maker of 
all things that can be known and all the ways they can be known. The command 
aimed to teach them to rely on him and nothing else. Without God as the foun-
dation of life, there can only be death. This is why God tells them, “But you must 
not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for on the day you eat 
from it, you will certainly die” (Genesis 2:17). 
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With all of this understood and set before their unclouded minds, Adam and Eve 
chose to disobey. It goes down as the most shocking choice in history. God had giv-
en them millions of joyful “do’s” and only one simple “don’t,” and yet they chose the 
“don’t.” By this act they put themselves in the place of God. They made themselves 
judges over him, deciding that they knew better than he. 

Satan was of course the originator of this tactic. Now he coaxed Adam and Eve 
into adopting it by asking, “Did God really say, ‘You can’t eat from any tree in 
the garden?’” (Genesis 3:1). This questions God, but by what standard can God 
be questioned? God made all things that exist outside of himself; he grounds 
the standards of truth, right and wrong, and the laws of logic. Try to operate 
outside of the things made possible by God and you literally cannot think a 
coherent thought or any thought at all. 

After questioning God’s authority, Satan continued his temptation by saying there 
would be no consequences, that disobeying God wouldn’t lead to death. 

“No! You will not die,” the serpent said to the woman. 
“In fact, God knows that when you eat it your eyes will be 
opened and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” 

Genesis 3:4-5

With just a bite everything changed. Adam and Eve didn’t drop dead immediately, 
but they did die a more fateful death: death of the spirit to God. Physical life ends 
in a grave because spiritual life is a graveyard from the start. The most vital part 
of Adam and Eve, the ability of their souls to fellowship freely with God, was 
destroyed in the instant of their disobedience. Innocence was replaced by insur-
mountable guilt, purity exchanged for twisted motives. They had been created 
with a nature that made them able not to sin, able to remain in communion with 
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God forever. Sadly they chose to throw all of that away in a bid for something 
falsely billed as better.

Spiritual death tainted their core identities. They went from being able not to sin 
to being unable not to sin. Perfect obedience to God was now impossible; even 
acts of obedience became tainted with self-concern and a sense of striving for 
favor. Adam and Eve could never do what God required of them. And because dis-
obedience tainted their nature, they passed this spiritual death down to all their 
offspring—you, me, everyone. 

All of us are born spiritually dead. Infants don’t understand right from wrong, but 
the fallennesss is in them from the start, an automatic inheritance coming down 
through the generations. Give it a short while and it proves itself, for without 
exception we make sinful choices as we grow in our moral comprehension. Some 
hypothesize that we become sinful because we make sinful choices, as if we mark 
up our pure souls with each wrong act, but the Bible puts it the other way around: 
we sin because we have a sinful nature. The marring is there from the outset. King 
David makes this clear: 

“Indeed, I was guilty when I was born; I was sinful when 
my mother conceived me.” 

Psalm 51:5

The Apostle Paul agrees and shows just how powerfully our sinful natures grip us:

There is no one righteous, not even one. 
There is no one who understands; 
there is no one who seeks God. 
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All have turned away; 
all alike have become useless. 
There is no one who does what is good, 
not even one. 

Romans 3:10-12

Sometimes we think we can outweigh our sin if we pile up more good things 
than bad. We strive to tip the scales and win God’s approval. This is what almost 
all religions inspire people to do. The problem is that sin is so abhorrent to God, 
so counter to his divine nature, that even one sin deserves eternal punishment. 
Shall the finite creature strike against the infinite Creator and incur no penalty? 
The standard required by God is perfection, not a majority of good actions. If you 
stop at every stop sign except one, you still deserve punishment for running the 
one. Sin is the same but with infinitely worse consequences. When you sin, you’ve 
not offended a finite ruler who set forth a circumstantial law; you’ve offended an 
infinite Ruler who set forth laws reflecting his infinite nature. 

Even the things we do that are good by worldly standards are corrupted by sinful 
motives. According to Jesus, we can do nothing without him (John 15:5). There’s 
no true good we can do by our own abilities. And because sin is our nature, it 
touches every part of us. We aren’t as evil as we could possibly be, but there’s 
nothing about us that sin hasn’t tainted. 

Sin in any degree keeps us from deserving God’s affection. As Paul says, “For the 
wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). He doesn’t say how much sin; any sin is 
enough. Period. The result of Adam’s sin is that death reigns. It grips us all.

Death also grips creation. The “very good” world that God created is under the 
curse of sin, just as we are. We see the effects of sin all around us. Natural disas-
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ters, disease, famine, illnesses, birth defects—these and other natural tragedies 
are the effects of sin. The reign of death encompasses our world, our nature, our 
abilities, and our thoughts. 

That storied manger in Bethlehem cradled a child not just  virgin born but perfect 
born. Jesus lived the life of obedience required of us, and rather than clear his 
path of all troubles, his righteousness earned him the cross, an assignment 
from the Father to suffer the death penalty against a stray human race. Hanging 
there—pierced, bleeding, innocent—Jesus received the full measure of God’s 

wrath for our sins. As he did that for us, his righteousness and perfect obedi-
ence were credited to us as if they were our own. Through faith in him we 

are judged to be perfect. Apart from faith in him, we’re left owing an 
everlasting penalty. 

But what good can a Savior do if he’s dead and buried? Has death 
not defeated him also, the same as it has every last one of Adam’s 

race? As we’ll see in the next chapter, death’s death certificate was 
signed the moment a tomb cracked open outside Jerusalem and set free 

one whom death couldn’t hold. 
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Reflect and Discuss
1. The Bible teaches that humans are made in God’s image and that the earth 

is ours to steward and govern as his representatives. How does this exalted 
view of humanity compare to the view you have held? Explain how the views 
you hear expressed in culture, media, and education are different from the 
Bible’s. How do the differing views impact our choices and sense of purpose? 

2. Satan’s tactic with Adam and Eve was to make them question God’s truthful-
ness. In what ways has Satan tried this in your life? What lessons have you 
learned, both from falling for his tactic and from resisting it? 

3. Do you think of your sins as being infinitely bad, or do you feel that they are 
understandable and God will overlook them? How does your view compare 
to the Bible’s view? 

4. The Bible teaches that we are born dead in our sins and can’t please God with 
any of our good behavior. Are you trusting in your works or in the work of 
Christ to save you? 

5. Since death is a result of sin, it is important that we discuss the issue with 
family and friends. Do you talk to others about their need for a Savior? What 
are some approaches you can use to start these conversations? 
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C H A P T ER 2

THE SON RISES

Jesus’ resurrection from the dead is not the cause of a believer’s forgiveness; our 
forgiveness was secured when Jesus accepted on the cross the wrath that was 
owed to us. His perfect obedience was credited to us at Calvary on Friday, not 
Sunday morning in a vacant tomb. In this light, have people exaggerated the im-
portance of the resurrection? 

The claims made about Jesus’ achievement on the cross are extraordinary, and 
that’s why the resurrection is so important. All the things Jesus taught about his 
identity and purpose, as well as his predictions that he would rise from the dead 
on the third day, were validated when he rose up from the tomb. Alive again and 
forever, he’s a sure guide in all he ever said or did. 

Jesus taught many things that couldn’t be fact-checked, but he also performed 
many miracles and signs to show that he was telling the truth. Take the following 
episode for example: 

Seeing their faith He said, “Friend, your sins are 
forgiven you.” 

Then the scribes and the Pharisees began to think: “Who 
is this man who speaks blasphemies? Who can forgive sins 
but God alone?” 

But perceiving their thoughts, Jesus replied to them, “Why 
are you thinking this in your hearts? Which is easier: to 
say, ‘Your sins are forgiven you,’ or to say, ‘Get up and 
walk’? But so you may know that the Son of Man has 
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authority on earth to forgive sins”—He told the paralyzed 
man, “I tell you: Get up, pick up your mat, and go home.” 

Luke 5:20-24 

By miraculously healing the man’s visible physical state, Jesus gave compelling 
evidence for his power to heal the man’s invisible spiritual state. Similarly, the 
resurrection is evidence that Jesus can be trusted about his teachings and claims. 
A man claiming to be God should be dismissed outright, unless he’s raising people 
from the dead (Lazarus in John 11, Jarius’s daughter in Mark 5, a widow’s son in 
Luke 7), walking on water and calming storms (Matthew 14), healing lepers and 
the blind (Luke 17–18; John 9), and coming to life again after execution (Matthew 
28; Luke 24; John 20). If there had been no resurrection, there would be no 
Christianity today or any reason for it to have started in the first place. 
The Apostle Paul makes this point: 

Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from 
the dead, how can some of you say, “There is 
no resurrection of the dead”? But if there is no 
resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not been 
raised; and if Christ has not been raised, then our 
proclamation is without foundation, and so is your faith. 
In addition, we are found to be false witnesses about God, 
because we have testified about God that He raised up 
Christ—whom He did not raise up if in fact the dead are 
not raised. For if the dead are not raised, Christ has not 
been raised. And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is 
worthless; you are still in your sins. Therefore, those who 
have fallen asleep in Christ have also perished. If we have 
put our hope in Christ for this life only, we should be pitied 
more than anyone. 

1 Corinthians 15:12-17
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This passage is unique in the scripture of world religions because it points out 
what you have to disprove if you want to debunk the religion. If Jesus did not rise 
from the dead, Christianity is false. Simple as that. But Paul is so certain of the 
evidence for Jesus’ resurrection that he has no problem admitting that everything 
hinges on it. He wants people to examine the resurrection evidence, not just take 
it on blind faith or believe against reason. Why would he take this stance? Because 
the evidence is powerful and persuasive.

There are many New Testament scholars in the world, and not all of them 
approach their studies with openness to faith. Some even choose to specialize 
in New Testament studies for the purpose of undermining the Bible’s claims. 
Despite all the diversity of scholarly motivations and viewpoints, around a dozen 
Christian claims pertaining to Jesus’ crucifixion and aftermath are accepted by 
virtually all New Testament scholars regardless of their religious beliefs. These 
facts are supported in multiple sources, including non-Christian sources dating 
from the first and second centuries. 

Scholars who reject the resurrection have to explain what happened to Jesus in a 
way that takes stock of the widely accepted facts; otherwise they’re just ducking 
out of sight instead of facing evidence that runs counter to their antiresurrection 
views. Of the many skeptical theories, none make sense of the dozen widely ac-
cepted facts. Even if we reduce the dozen facts by half, the alternate theories still 
can’t make sense of them all.

This “minimal facts argument” is a powerful tool for defending Jesus’ resurrection 
because the defender of the resurrection isn’t even using all of the powerful evi-
dences and arguments available to him. Instead, he agrees to use only a handful 
of the facts that non-Christian scholars and even Bible critics and atheists accept. 
Essentially tying one hand behind his back, the defender of Jesus’ resurrection 



15    A F T ER E A S T ER

is still able to show that Jesus’ literal resurrection is the best explanation for the 
factuality of the “minimal facts.” 

So what are the minimal facts? They can be stated, in an unbiased way that 
doesn’t tilt the argument in favor of resurrection, as follows: 

Jesus was crucified. This isn’t disputed. Jesus’ crucifixion was sometimes described 
as being hung on a tree, but that’s a reference to the wood of the cross, not an al-
ternate account of his execution. Without question Jesus suffered torture and ex-
ecution on a cross, a common fate for those convicted of crimes in the Roman era.

Jesus died. Sharpshooters may miss, and the hangman may foul up the noose, but 
crucifixion was a sure death conducted by professional executioners. There’s only 
one account of someone surviving crucifixion, and that person was taken down 
almost immediately after being placed on the cross. It was a quick reversal that 
saved a life, not a botched crucifixion. The one major historical attempt to deny 
that Jesus died is known as the swoon theory, and it has never garnered serious 
support because it hypothesizes that Jesus suffered the lashings, crucifixion, and 
spear through the side (without flinching), and yet survived and was able without 
assistance to unwrap his burial cloths, roll away the two-ton tomb stone from in-
side the tomb, and convincingly present himself as able-bodied, whole, and divine! 

Jesus was buried in a tomb. A few scholars try to deny Jesus’ tomb burial because 
crucifixion victims were rarely given back to their families for proper burial. In-
stead, victims were left on the cross to rot and serve as a warning to others, or else 
the executioners threw them into common graves. The goal of crucifixion was not 
just to kill but to degrade and teach a lesson. However, the fact that proper burial 
of crucifixion victims was rare doesn’t mean there weren’t exceptions, and the 
evidence for an exception in Jesus’ case is, well, exceptional. No alternative theory 
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existed in the ancient literature, and the pervasiveness of the empty-tomb theme 
among believers and unbelievers alike relies on there having been a tomb burial. 

Jesus’ tomb was found empty three days after his burial. Some skeptics suggest Jesus’ 
followers went to the wrong tomb and thus mistakenly sparked off resurrection 
belief, but Jewish sources such as the Toledoth Jesu (written around AD 500, 
containing early tradition regarding how non-Christian Jews viewed Jesus) 
record that the disciples stole Jesus’ body from his tomb. Clearly that means 
non-Christian Jews acknowledged that Jesus’ followers went to the correct 
tomb. Justin Martyr, a Christian theologian who wrote around AD 150, also says 
non-Christian Jews alleged that Jesus’ followers had stolen his body. Further, 
the New Testament itself says this is what non-Christian Jews taught (Matthew 
28:11-15). This means early believers and nonbelievers alike agreed that Jesus 
was buried and that the tomb—the correct tomb—was found empty. Naturally 
both groups knew the exact tomb Jesus was buried in or else they wouldn’t have 
agreed on the fact that Jesus’ tomb was found empty. Nonbelievers thus invented 
the theft claim in order to deny that the empty tomb indicated a resurrection. 
The theft claim makes no sense, however, for if nonbelievers did steal the body 
in an attempt to dishearten Jesus’ followers or else further degrade his corpse, 
they would’ve produced the body right away once they realized their ploy had 
backfired and created a resurrection rumor. Any idea that believers stole Jesus’ 
body in order to create a resurrection hoax fails on several accounts, including 
the problem of their having to get past the guards at the tomb, and the problem 
of their paying such a high cost for perpetuating a claim they knew to be false. 
For decades Christians were ostracized and persecuted. Why stick to your res-
urrection claims when (1) you know the claims are false, and (2) the claims only 
cause you suffering? 

Followers of Jesus believed they encountered him after his death. Even scholars who 
disbelieve Jesus’ resurrection acknowledge that his earliest followers were con-
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vinced they had seen him alive again after his death. People who thought they saw 
and spoke to the risen Jesus include his disciples, followers such as the women at 
the tomb, the men on the road to Emmaus, at least one skeptic, and a gathering 
of 500 people. Attempts to argue that these people were mistaken to think they 
saw the risen Jesus have included allegations of group hallucination (based on 
religious hype or drug use!) and wishful thinking. It’s far-fetched to think a group 
hallucination could happen even once and lead people to believe in a resurrection, 

but multiple times, and with hallucinations convincing even committed non-
believers of Jesus’ resurrection (see below)? One has to ask who is doing 

the wishful thinking here. 

Enemies of Jesus believed they encountered him after his death. This 
is a hard fact to explain for those who deny Jesus’ resurrection 

because an enemy of Jesus or someone who steadfastly disbelieved 
him would obviously require convincing proof before switching sides. 

One such enemy was Saul of Tarsus, who became the Apostle Paul. Saul 
was an educated and committed Pharisee who saw Jesus as a heretic who 

deserved death. That’s why he persecuted Jesus’ followers (Acts 8–9). He was 
on his way to Tarsus when something happened that changed him forever. As a 
result of an encounter with the risen Jesus, Paul gave up all comfort and privilege 
and spent the rest of his life spreading resurrection belief all over the Mediterra-
nean world. During that time he was beaten, imprisoned, hungry, shipwrecked, 
homeless, and according to tradition, beheaded. Did Paul make such a costly life 
change on the basis of flimsy evidence? If so, wouldn’t he have backed out upon 
further reflection, especially as his new beliefs began to cost him all comfort? The 
only sensible conclusion is that Paul became a Christian based on what he felt was 
indisputable evidence. 

An even tougher enemy to explain is Jesus’ brother James. During Jesus’ ministry 
James didn’t believe Jesus (John 7) and thought he was insane (Mark 3). But 
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shortly after Jesus’ death, James became a believer. Think about what it would 
take for you to believe that your own brother is God. Talk about a high standard 
of proof! Against his every expectation, James did come to believe in Jesus and 
believe so strongly that he became leader of the Jerusalem church. Not only that, 
he wouldn’t budge from his belief even when his life was threatened. Eventually 
he was killed for his faith, something he wouldn’t have allowed had he harbored 
any doubt that Jesus had risen from the dead. 

The resurrection is the only explanation that makes sense of the accepted 
facts. Paul was willing to rest everything on the resurrection claim because it 
is an assured fact of history. Are you willing to rest everything on it as well? 
Will you devote your life to the one who vouched for his claims by coming 
back from the dead? 
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Reflect and Discuss
1. Does the fact that Jesus rose from the dead convince you to accept as true all 

his teachings and claims? Why or why not? 

2. Prior to reading this chapter, how familiar were you with evidence for 
Jesus’ resurrection? Do you feel the evidence shared above will help you 
engage nonbelievers? How? 

3. Many Christians say they accept the resurrection on faith alone. This may 
sound commendable, but it’s a position the Bible itself doesn’t take. The Bible 
emphasizes the factuality of the resurrection of Jesus. How do the facts 
presented in this chapter change your thinking or your confidence in the 
resurrection of Jesus? What are some things you might do to become more 
familiar with the factual grounding of Christian faith? 

4. Early Christian confidence in the resurrection was so strong that the church 
admitted if the resurrection were untrue, then Christianity is untrue. What 
is the modern church tempted to focus on rather than a confidence in the 
resurrection? Possible answers might include good things such as teaching 
moral behavior or social activism. 

5. How can you best answer a friend who has doubts about the 
resurrection of Jesus?
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C H A P T ER 3

DEATH IS DEFEATED

Death is so much a part of daily life that we may fail to realize what an absurd 
imposition it is. We drive past hospitals and graveyards so often that they become 
nothing more than background scenes. You pull your clothes out of an antique 
wardrobe every morning, never once feeling shocked that its builder builds no 
more. We buy health and life insurance policies and put away money for retire-
ment without realizing how bizarre it is that we spend all this money against 
unavoidable decline and death. 

The doom of death hangs over us all, and yet not one of us can imagine what it 
means to be dead. Try thinking of it. Draw the curtains on your mind and think 
no thoughts, feel no emotions, hear no sounds. It’s impossible. We are alive, and 
alive is all we understand. Sleep is no analogy, for imaginations and emotion come 
to us in our sleep, plus we lie down with every expectation of getting back up. 
Death is the unthinkable but unshakable fate of us all. 

Earlier we saw that God the Father sent God the Son to mend the problem of sin 
and death. The problem got solved on the cross (where the penalty for sin was 
meted out), and this solution was proven true in the resurrection (where death 
was shown to be defeated). Some have thought you can divide the solution from 
the proof and still have an intact gospel. They say Jesus never rose bodily from the 
grave, but his spirit came alive again and sparked off resurrection hope. This sug-
gestion has many problems. For example, a merely spiritual resurrection doesn’t 
explain the empty tomb or the report by numerous disciples that they interacted 
with the risen Jesus. If only Jesus’ spirit arose, why was the tomb empty? And 
how can Jesus’ disciples, for a period of forty days and in settings as diverse as 
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large gatherings and private conversations, have mistaken an insubstantial spirit 
for a substantial body that could walk, talk, eat, and be touched? 

A further problem with denying Jesus’ bodily resurrection is that a merely spiritu-
al resurrection wouldn’t take away our sins, for the wages of sin is not just spiritu-
al death but physical death as well. If payment for sin was made on the cross, then 
sin’s curse (death) is canceled. The bodily resurrection of Jesus is the evidence 
that he did in fact pay the penalty for our sins. The effect of sin could have no hold 
on him, and therefore his body could not remain dead. According to Peter, “God 
raised Him up, ending the pains of death, because it was not possible for Him to 
be held by it” (Acts 2:24).

It wasn’t possible for Jesus to be held by death. He had done on the cross the 
work required to overturn death, and his resurrection proved it. Death 

entered the world through sin, and so solving the sin problem 
solves the death problem. 

Without the bodily resurrection of Jesus, Christianity can’t 
exist (1 Corinthians 15:12-19). So much for spiritual resur-

rections or any idea that Jesus’ resurrection was a fiction that 
proved useful in spreading hope. If Jesus’ remains are anywhere 

on this earth, we are without hope, dead in our sins, saddled still 
with a curse we cannot break. But we’ve seen that the literal, bodily 

resurrection of Jesus is the one conclusion that’s able to account for all 
of the agreed-upon facts. Thus we have no doubt that our sins are forgiven 

through the work of God the Son who died and rose again. Death cannot hold 
us down any more than it held Jesus down.
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God raised up the Lord and will also raise us up by 
His power. 

1 Corinthians 6:14

We know that the One who raised the Lord Jesus will raise 
us also with Jesus and present us with you. 

2 Corinthians 4:14

These assurances, written by the Apostle Paul, are nothing innovative. Paul 
took his cues from Jesus himself, who promised that this would be the im-
pact of his ministry.

“For this is the will of My Father: that everyone who sees 
the Son and believes in Him may have eternal life, and I 
will raise him up on the last day.” 

John 6:40

“Anyone who eats My flesh and drinks My blood has 
eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day.” 

John 6:54

Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. The 
one who believes in Me, even if he dies, will live.” 

John 11:25 
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Even Jesus wasn’t being innovative. The resurrection promise was also woven into 
the Old Testament witness. 

I will ransom them from the power of Sheol. 
I will redeem them from death. 
Death, where are your barbs? 
Sheol, where is your sting? 

Hosea 13:14 

Many of those who sleep in the dust 
of the earth will awake, 
some to eternal life, 
and some to shame and eternal contempt. 

Daniel 12:2

But I know my living Redeemer, 
and He will stand on the dust at last. 
Even after my skin has been destroyed, 
yet I will see God in my flesh. 
I will see Him myself; 
my eyes will look at Him, and not as a stranger. 
My heart longs within me. 

Job 19:25-27

How can bodily resurrection of the dead be beyond the power of God when it so 
closely resembles his initial work of creating humans? Genesis 2:7 says God took 
dust from the ground and fashioned the first man, Adam. Our future resurrection 
is a work of God as Creator and Restorer, giving the gift of life so that God may 
be glorified. The resurrection confirms that God will glorify himself through 
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his creation and especially through the aspect of creation that he created in 
his image—humanity. 

We go on living in a fallen world, and we ourselves contribute to the fallenness 
after we come to faith. But we mature spiritually and are increasingly being 
conformed to the image of Christ throughout our lives. Ultimately we are made 
complete, unable to sin, when we receive our heavenly reward. 

For the trumpet will sound, 
and the dead will be raised incorruptible, 
and we will be changed. 
For this corruptible must be clothed 
with incorruptibility, 
and this mortal must be clothed 
with immortality. 
When this corruptible is clothed 
with incorruptibility, 
and this mortal is clothed 
with immortality . . . 

1 Corinthians 15:52-54

It’s not just us who will be made perfect at the end times. Creation itself will be 
perfected. When death entered the world, it did more than change the nature of 
human beings; it changed the nature of the world itself. 

And He said to Adam, “Because you listened to your wife’s 
voice and ate from the tree about which I commanded you, 
‘Do not eat from it’:
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The ground is cursed because of you. 
You will eat from it by means of painful labor 
all the days of your life. 
It will produce thorns and thistles for you, 
and you will eat the plants of the field. 
You will eat bread by the sweat of your brow 
until you return to the ground, 
since you were taken from it. 
For you are dust, 
and you will return to dust.” 

Genesis 3:17-19

Sin and death put the world under a curse, impacting everything. The provision 
of the earth is abundant, and there’s a vast variety of ways it gives us all we need. 
Still, creation is muted and limping under the weight of sin, yearning for resto-
ration. As Jeremiah said, “How long will the land mourn and the grass of every 
field wither?” (Jeremiah 12:4). Paul takes Jeremiah’s question even further:

For the creation eagerly waits with anticipation for God’s 
sons to be revealed. For the creation was subjected to 
futility—not willingly, but because of Him who subjected 
it—in the hope that the creation itself will also be set free 
from the bondage of corruption into the glorious freedom 
of God’s children. For we know that the whole creation has 
been groaning together with labor pains until now. And 
not only that, but we ourselves who have the Spirit as the 
firstfruits—we also groan within ourselves, eagerly waiting 
for adoption, the redemption of our bodies. 

Romans 8:19-23
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Just as we groan to be free of death and the effects of sin, creation longs to be 
remade and set free. The only way to repeal the effects of sin and death is for sin 
to be paid for and death to be conquered. That’s what Jesus came to do, and as a 
result creation itself will be set free. 

“For I will create a new heaven and a new earth; 
the past events will not be remembered or come to mind.” 

Isaiah 65:17

Heaven must welcome Him until the times of the 
restoration of all things, which God spoke about by the 
mouth of His holy prophets from the beginning. 

Acts 3:21

But based on His promise, we wait for the new heavens 
and a new earth, where righteousness will dwell. 

2 Peter 3:13

Jesus took his lifetime record of perfect obedience and the merit 
it earned and credited it to us so that we can be judged by his righteous 
works rather than by our sins. By his resurrection he proved that he accom-
plished these things. His work is finished. Death is defeated. 
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Death has been swallowed up in victory. 
Death, where is your victory? 
Death, where is your sting? 
Now the sting of death is sin, 
and the power of sin is the law. 
But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory 
through our Lord Jesus Christ! 

1 Corinthians 15:54-57
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Reflect and Discuss
1. How do we answer the argument that Jesus’ resurrection was only spiritual 

and not bodily? Why does it make such a difference to focus on the physical 
resurrection of Jesus? 

2. How does God’s emphasis on his own glory serve to give you confidence in 
your salvation and God’s promises?

3. The Bible teaches that at our resurrection we will be made complete, unable 
to sin. One mark of a spiritually maturing believer is that this aspect of res-
urrection life is one of your greatest anticipations. What actions can you take 
to increase your anticipation for the future resurrection? How can increasing 
your anticipation affect your current relationship with God?

4. What are some evidences you see that creation itself needs restoration?

5. Everyday life demands our attention, and focusing on eternity can be diffi-
cult. What are some ways you foster an eternal focus in your daily life? 
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C H A P T ER 4

SALVATION THROUGH FAITH

Faith is a slippery word today. Often it’s used to mean nothing more than wish-
ing. We have this “faith” in our favorite teams, the weather for Saturday, or the 
outcome of an exam we didn’t prepare for. Sometimes we muster up faith as a last 
resort when life’s a tough climb, but this faith disappears just as soon as our road 
smooths out. Faith is also used as shorthand for the power of positive thinking. 
Think of how many times you’ve heard people say, “You just have to have faith in 
yourself!” When used of religion, faith is often equated with blind faith, where you 
check your mind at the door and accept something you know makes no sense. 

One of the challenges when translating the Bible is that there isn’t always a word 
in your language that has exactly the same meaning as the word in the biblical 
language. That can make it hard for the author’s meaning to come through in just 
the way he intended. Further complicating the translation task is the fact that ev-
ery language changes over time. For example, think of the ways cool and hot now 
have a broader range of meaning than was the case in earlier English. A sun-baked 
sports car is cool. What? 

In the case of the word faith, both of these translation challenges come into play. 
The biblical word translated as “faith” doesn’t easily translate into English, plus 
the meaning of the English word has shifted over time. As a result, faith, as many 
of us understand it, doesn’t convey the same meaning as the biblical word for faith.

The Greek word in the New Testament that is translated as faith is pistis. It 
means “trust, firm persuasion, or conviction.” What do you need in order to be 
persuaded? Reasons. And what do you need to become convicted of something? 
You need evidence. Our culture’s idea of faith doesn’t include reason or evidence. 
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Those things aren’t needed to make a wish, but they are needed for trust. Unfortu-
nately, sometimes even Christians think of reason and evidence as actually being 
contrary to faith, as if having faith without reasons or evidence makes it more 
pure in some way, more pleasing to God. But the truth is that without reasons and 
evidence you can’t have biblical faith; you just have wishful thinking. 

Wishes and faith are essentially polar opposites. Wishes are about the person 
doing the believing. When you tell me what you wish for, I don’t learn about the 
true value of the money you wish you had, the beauty or fame you long for, or the 
friends you hope to gain. Instead, I learn about your heart. You describe for me 
the things you feel will make you complete, and so I form an understanding of 
your insecurities and the things upon which you build your identity. 

Faith—defined biblically—points in the opposite direction of a wish. Faith points 
at the value of its object. If you tell me you have faith that the bridge will hold 
the weight of your car, the focus isn’t on you but on the merits of the bridge. Is 

it worthy of your faith? Is it built and maintained well? If you put your faith 
in something that isn’t true, then your faith is worthless no matter how 

sincerely you believe it. Believing a lie doesn’t make it true, and truth 
is true even if no one believes it.

In light of how the Bible defines faith, you can see why no one 
is saved just because their faith is sincere. You can sincerely place 

your faith in a sham or a hoax or a misinterpreted claim. In biblical 
teaching, sincerity of faith is of course necessary for salvation, but faith’s 

sincerity isn’t the reason we’re saved. We’re saved because of the truthful-
ness of what we rest our faith in, claims including: 
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• We are hopeless sinners guilty before God.
• Jesus, God’s Son, died to pay for our sins. 
• Jesus lived a life of perfect obedience that is credited to us through faith.
• Jesus rose from the dead, proving true his work on the cross.

What does Christianity have that other religions don’t? Interestingly, the answer 
isn’t Jesus. Major religions and worldviews often have a place for Jesus, some-
times even a certain “faith” in Jesus. Well, faith in a variety of Jesus, anyway. 
Atheists typically admire Jesus as long as he’s presented merely as a good human 
teacher and an example of how to live against the dominant religious grain. 
Muslims regard Jesus as a prophet and have respect for him. Mormons have 
even more respect for Jesus, but they also believe we can become divine, truly 
equal to Jesus. Atheism, Islam, and Mormonism have different ideas about the 
human problem and how to fix it and certainly different views about God and the 
world, but their common tactic is to use human works to fix the human problem. 
Whether by the efforts of science and education or by the efforts of adhering to 
religious rules and claims of revelation, these worldviews teach that salvation 
comes through our own efforts. Follow the rules, obey the steps, hear the prophet, 
and it’ll turn out OK. 

Christianity is the only religion that teaches that salvation is by grace, a gift freely 
given by the very God whom we’ve offended. Because the moral standard required 
by God is perfection, there’s no way we can pay for our sins. We can’t take our 
fragmented, broken souls—dead souls—and make them alive or whole again. 
There are no works we can do to earn salvation, and even our best acts fall short. 



32    A F T ER E A S T ER

All of us have become like something unclean, 
and all our righteous acts are like a polluted garment; 
all of us wither like a leaf, 
and our iniquities carry us away like the wind. 

Isaiah 64:6

There is no one righteous, not even one. 
There is no one who understands; 
there is no one who seeks God. 
All have turned away; 
all alike have become useless. 
There is no one who does what is good, 
not even one. 

Romans 3:10-12, quoting Psalm 53:3

For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. 

Romans 3:23

And you were dead in your trespasses and sins. 

Ephesians 2:1

God didn’t have to save anyone. He would be justified in consigning everyone to 
eternal punishment. But instead he gave us something we don’t deserve: himself. 

The work of Christ isn’t just automatically applied without any responsibility or 
action on our part. If it were, all people—Christ followers, Christ deniers, those 
indifferent to Christ, those ignorant of Christ—would be saved. That isn’t the 
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Bible’s message. There’s urgency to spreading the gospel, and each person must 
choose between life and death, belief and unbelief. Christ’s saving work is applied 
only to those who hear the gospel and respond in faith, accepting that Christ is 
the Son of God who won their salvation on the cross. 

But God, who is rich in mercy, because of His great love 
that He had for us, made us alive with the Messiah even 
though we were dead in trespasses. You are saved by 
grace! . . . 

For you are saved by grace through faith, and this is not 
from yourselves; it is God’s gift. 

Ephesians 2:4-5,8

For while we were still helpless, at the appointed moment, 
Christ died for the ungodly. . . .

But God proves His own love for us in that while we were 
still sinners, Christ died for us! Much more then, since we 
have now been declared righteous by His blood, we will 
be saved through Him from wrath. For if, while we were 
enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of 
His Son, then how much more, having been reconciled, will 
we be saved by His life!

Romans 5:6,8-10

By His own choice, He gave us a new birth by the message 
of truth so that we would be the firstfruits of His creatures. 

James 1:18
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As the writer of Hebrews says, Jesus is “the source and perfecter of our faith” 
(Hebrews 12:2). Some translations say he’s the “author” of our faith. How amazing 
is that? That God would give people who have rebelled against him a way to be 
forgiven and also the faith to believe it is a goodness we’ll never fully comprehend. 
In fact, we sometimes find it too good to be true, and we fall into trying to earn 
God’s favor or contribute to our salvation in some way. Down this path lies only 
trouble. Working to contribute to our salvation is working against the finished, 
sufficient work of Christ. It constitutes a denial of the gospel message: Jesus came 
to do for us what we’re unable to do. It also resembles original sin, for by import-
ing our good acts into the equation, we’re trying to make ourselves equal to (as 
good as) God. Nothing could be more futile. 

The opposite error is also a danger: thinking that it doesn’t matter how we live 
because as sinners saved by grace our salvation is secure and our works contrib-
ute nothing to it. This attitude is a terrible insult (at the very least) to the 
profound sacrifice of Christ. It treats grace cheaply and in some cases is 
used as a license to sin freely without fear of consequence. 

We’re saved by grace through faith, but that doesn’t set aside the 
need to do good works. Rather than conform to the world, we’re 
called to be conformed to the image of Jesus (see Romans 8:29). Our 
good works don’t serve to complete our salvation or make it stick. Rath-
er, they’re the response to our complete and sure salvation, evidence of a 
changed nature, a heart given to God. So essential is this changed nature 
and the good works that flow from it that the absence of good works indicates 
absence of true salvation. Jesus’ brother says it this way: 
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In the same way faith, if it doesn’t have works, is dead by 
itself. . . . 

You see that a man is justified by works and not by faith 
alone. . . . 

For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so also faith 
without works is dead. 

James 2:17,24,26

In the end we actually are saved by works—not ours but those of Christ. And one 
of the works of Christ is the gift of faith itself. As a result of that faith, Paul can 
declare of believers:

They are justified freely by His grace through the 
redemption that is in Christ Jesus. God presented Him as 
a propitiation through faith in His blood, to demonstrate 
His righteousness, because in His restraint God passed 
over the sins previously committed. God presented Him to 
demonstrate His righteousness at the present time, so that 
He would be righteous and declare righteous the one who 
has faith in Jesus. 

Romans 3:24-26

Therefore, since we have been declared righteous by faith, 
we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. We 
have also obtained access through Him by faith into this 
grace in which we stand, and we rejoice in the hope of the 
glory of God. 

Romans 5:1-2
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Salvation through faith rather than through our good works is an important part 
of what makes the good news so good. The impossibility of earning salvation 
through our works condemns us, but it also puts us in a position to admit our 
hopelessness and accept the Savior who came for us. That is news we should want 
to share with everyone we meet. 
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Reflect and Discuss
1. What is the difference between wishing for something good to happen 

and having faith as the Bible describes it? How has this chapter enhanced 
your view of faith? 

2. What is the relationship between these words: wishing, faith, 
opinion, and truth? 

3. What are some evidences that come to mind when you think of the 
factual grounding for your faith? Why are these particular evidenc-
es compelling to you?

4. The key to Jesus’ fitness for being our substitute on the cross is the fact 
that he lived a sinless life, pleasing the Father in all he did. Jesus’ works 
are accounted as our own works through our faith in him. What is your 
heartfelt reaction to knowing that God the Father desired to save you 
through the work of Jesus? How does it change your outlook and inform 
your daily choices? 

5. How do we stumble into thinking that good deeds play a role in saving us? 
What is the implication for non-Christians who trust in good works to save 
them from God’s judgment? 

6. What is the relationship between faith in Jesus and doing good works? 
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C H A P T ER 5

THE CHURCH IS BORN

Jesus’ death and resurrection marked the death of death as well as the rebirth of 
life. His work on our behalf makes spiritual rebirth possible, and many Christians 
mark the day they came to faith as their most significant birthday, their spiritual 
birthday. It’s a new beginning that never ends. 

Unfortunately, some Christians fail to make the best of the gift they’ve been 
given. Mimicking our culture’s individualism, they strike out on their own 
and practice Lone Ranger Christianity. They don’t connect with other believers 
or get involved in the work of God in a local church. They act as though their 
faith is a private project—a self-improvement program—rather than part of 
a far bigger movement that spans not just human history but the horizons 
of time and eternity. 

When you became a believer, you weren’t abandoned at (re)birth and left to make 
it on your own. God went to extraordinary lengths to save you when you were 
his outright enemy; shall he set you aside and watch you struggle now that you’re 
called by his name? Of course not, and yet many Christians exile themselves from 
God’s care and try to make it on their own in a world hostile to God. 

When we come to faith, we’re joined to a community built by God, the church. 
Fellow believers of every variety become your family, your brothers and sisters 
in Christ. The church isn’t a building; Jesus didn’t come to establish a franchise 
chain or erect ornate structures. When Paul writes, “Christ loved the church and 
gave Himself for her” (Ephesians 5:25), he’s talking about people. The church is 
made of all those who believe in the work of Christ—not just believers alive now 
but those in the past as well. We have a huge family, a rich community gathered 
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by God himself across time and culture. Our beliefs are personal insomuch as 
we ourselves are responsible for them, but those same core beliefs are shared 
all over the world and back through time to the founding of the church in the 
wake of Jesus’ resurrection. In this light you are not your own; you belong to 
Christ and his Church. 

What did the church look like in the beginning? Just a few weeks after Jesus’ 
resurrection, about 120 believers regularly met and prayed (Acts 1:14-15), bound 
together by a common faith and a radical new identity. They had encountered 
the risen Christ and could never go back to thinking or living the same as be-
fore. Do you suppose any of them attempted to go it alone after witnessing the 
miracle of resurrection? No, they banded together, inseparably united around 
an amazing truth. The New Testament word translated as “church” is ekklesia. 
It means “assembly” or “gathering.” Early Christians did life together, cared for 
one another, prayed together, and grew together in holiness and the knowledge 
of God. God used that community to catch the attention of the world and grow 
the body of believers.

Fifty days after the crucifixion, the Father sent the Holy Spirit to the church. 
Immediately the number of believers exploded. Jews from all over the world were 
living in Jerusalem, and many others were visiting for Pentecost. When the Spirit 
descended on the believers, they were miraculously granted the ability to speak 
all sorts of foreign languages. A crowd gathered to see the spectacle. People from 
Rome, Crete, Egypt, Persia, and elsewhere heard their own languages being spo-
ken by uneducated Galilean Jews. Recognizing the power of the sign God had giv-
en, Peter stood and delivered a sermon that led 3,000 people to faith (Acts 2:41). 
Word spread quickly then. God was doing something special through the follow-
ers of Jesus, and their message was a message of hope offered to all people regard-
less of their social status, gender, nationality, or any other measurement. Eternal 
life was offered to all, and daily more and more embraced it (v. 42).
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Because these new Christians were from all over the known world, they spread 
Christian faith into new territories when they went home from Jerusalem. 
Empowered by a hopeful message and signs from God, they sought to rescue the 
world from judgment. 

The first book in the New Testament wasn’t written until 15 to 20 years after 
Jesus rose from the dead, and it was another few decades before all of the books 

were complete. In the absence of God-given writings, how did early Chris-
tians know what to believe? Did they all believe the same thing? When 

differences of opinion arose, how did believers choose which path to 
follow? The answer is that they had creeds to guide them.

Creeds are short statements of faith that can easily be memo-
rized. They’re summaries of Christian theology that contain the 

core teachings. Before the New Testament was written, as many as 
three dozen creeds were in use that expressed the same basic beliefs. 

We know this because the creeds are quoted in the New Testament. We 
can know what the early church believed by looking at the creeds. Take for 

example 1 Corinthians 15:3-7, which quotes a creed so old it probably dates from 
within one or two years of the resurrection. This passage affirms: 

. . . that Christ died for our sins 
according to the Scriptures, 
that He was buried, 
that He was raised on the third day 
according to the Scriptures, 
and that He appeared to Cephas, 
then to the Twelve. 
Then He appeared to over 500 brothers at one time; 
most of them are still alive, 
but some have fallen asleep. 
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Then He appeared to James, 
then to all the apostles. 

1 Corinthians 15:3-7

This statement is powerful, compact, and packed with theology. Creeds were 
adaptable in the sense that new information could be added as the church 
faced new questions and challenges. Looking at several of the early creeds in 
the New Testament, we can bring their elements together and outline the fol-
lowing early beliefs:

• There is only one God, immortal, eternal, Creator of all things.
• God is three persons (Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) in one Godhead.
• Jesus is God manifest in the flesh.
• Jesus is Lord, Messiah, the Holy One of God, the Son of Man, and the Son 

of God through whom we exist.
• Jesus was from Nazareth and a descendant of David.
• Jesus was betrayed.
• Jesus appeared before Pontus Pilate.
• Jesus was buried and crucified.
• Jesus was resurrected from the dead on the third day after his burial.
• Jesus appeared to his disciples and many followers after his death.
• Jesus ascended into heaven.
• Jesus died for our sins and was raised for our justification.
• Salvation is through belief in Jesus alone.
• Jesus was the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy.

The church isn’t just a community that cares for one another and accepts a 
core set of beliefs. It also exists for the worship of God and the exercise of 
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spiritual gifts for the betterment of others. Here are some of the verses touch-
ing on these purposes: 

Every day they devoted themselves to meeting together 
in the temple complex, and broke bread from house 
to house. They ate their food with a joyful and humble 
attitude, praising God and having favor with all the people. 
And every day the Lord added to them those who were 
being saved. 

Acts 2:46-47

Let the message about the Messiah dwell richly among 
you, teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom, 
and singing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, with 
gratitude in your hearts to God. 

Colossians 3:16

And let us be concerned about one another in order 
to promote love and good works, not staying away 
from our worship meetings, as some habitually do, but 
encouraging each other, and all the more as you see the day 
drawing near. 

Hebrews 10:24-25

Now all the believers were together and held all things in 
common. They sold their possessions and property and 
distributed the proceeds to all, as anyone had a need. 

Acts 2:44-45
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What about people who attend church but aren’t believers? Sailing under a false 
flag goes all the way back to Christian beginnings, when Judas posed as a disci-
ple of Jesus. To address the issue of non-Christians in the church, theologians 
distinguish between the visible church and the invisible church. The visible 
church is everyone who identifies as Christian. Everyone in this group is “visible” 
because this group is defined as those who regularly attend. Among this group, 
sadly, are those who are imposters or self-deceived. The invisible church (the true 
church) is “invisible” because they are a subset of the visible church, and the fact 
they are truly saved is known by God, who is never fooled by religious posturing 
that may mislead others about the true spiritual state of a person. The fact that 
some church attendees aren’t genuine Christians doesn’t mean we should look at 
everyone with suspicion. We should consider each profession of faith charitably 
and recognize that there’s no better place for unbelievers to be than in the midst 
of those who truly believe. 

Sometimes we think of the church as something that began to exist only after 
Christ’s resurrection, but actually the whole Bible is the history of God making 
a people for himself. Think about what this means for the work of Christ on 
the cross. There were countless believers in the Old Testament era. Hebrews 11 
surveys a number of them, and they’re presented as heroes of our faith, not of a 
different faith. The New Testament points back to the sacrifice of Christ on the 
cross; the Old Testament points forward to that same sacrifice. Jesus fulfilled the 
ceremonial and sacrificial requirements of the Old Testament law. They pointed 
to him. The Old Testament promises a Messiah to once-and-for-all do the work of 
which the ceremonies of the tabernacle and temple were only shadows. One could 
say, then, that their shadow was cast in the shape of the cross of Christ.

Ultimately believers in the Old Testament era were saved in the same way New 
Testament believers are saved: through faith in the work of Messiah. The differ-
ence is Old Testament believers believed in the promise that was to be fulfilled, 
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while New Testament believers believe in the promise that was fulfilled. Same 
promise, just different sides of its fulfillment. The cross, therefore, stands above 
time, justifying believers no matter where they fall on the time line of history. 
That means the birth of the Church goes back to the beginning of belief. All true 
believers are united by faith. Some had a fuller revelation from God than others, 
but ultimately the what and who of their faith are the same. The Church was 
born because of the work of Christ on the cross and his resurrection. The effect 
of that work reaches forward to you and to me and to however many believers 
will live after our time but also back to the far-gone garden where Adam and Eve 
fell and were redeemed by our gracious God, who sacrificed an animal for them 
and clothed them with its skin. Then as now, God is a redeeming God, set on 
building his Church. 
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Reflect and Discuss
1. Describe your level of connection to a local church. Is your involvement feed-

ing you and feeding others? 

2. Do you think of church as a building or as a community of brothers and 
sisters who are united for eternity by faith in Christ? What needs to change 
in how you view the church?

3. Reading the list of beliefs found in the New Testament creeds, what were the 
surprises for you? Does the church you belong to deny any of these beliefs? 
If they do, or if anyone in your life does, how would you state the case for 
changing their minds? 

4. The early church met regularly, fellowshipped, cared for one another, wor-
shipped God passionately, and worked tirelessly to spread the gospel. Does 
this remind you of your present church? If so, thank your leaders. If not, 
consider and discuss what steps you can take to encourage change. 

5. The Bible says Christ’s followers shall be known by their fruits. If there are 
people in your life who profess to be Christians but do not seem to show 
the fruit of true faith, how might they be influencing you in negative ways? 
How are you influencing them in positive, careful ways that point toward the 
importance of true repentance and faith? 
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C H A P T ER 6

MISSION TO THE WORLD

Have you ever wondered what happened to the 12 disciples after Easter? Where 
they went, what they did, how they died? The book of Acts tells us about the birth 
of the Church and some activities of the Twelve, but it leaves unanswered many of 
the questions we might ask. To find answers, we have to look to traditions outside 
of the Bible. According to those traditions, most of the disciples were murdered 
due to their faith. Only John died of natural causes (at a very old age around AD 
98). Not only were the other disciples martyred; some were killed in places sur-
prisingly distant from Israel. 

• Peter was crucified in Rome.
• James died by sword in Jerusalem.
• James Alphaeus was stoned in Jerusalem.
• Matthew was beheaded in Nabadah, Ethiopia.
• Bartholomew was crucified, flayed, and beheaded in Albinopolis, Armenia.
• Thomas was killed with a spear in India.
• Simon the Zealot was crucified in Britain.
• Matthias was stoned and beheaded in Jerusalem.
• Philip was crucified in Hieropolis, Turkey.
• Andrew and Jude were both crucified in Edessa, Greece.

Exact details differ among the historical sources, but tradition is unanimous 
that these were all martyred. Among Jesus’ followers who weren’t members of 
the 12 disciples, tradition tells us that Paul was martyred in Rome by Emperor 
Nero around the time of Peter’s execution, and Jewish Roman historian Josephus 
reports that Jesus’ brother James was finished off with a club to the head after 
being thrown from the highest point of the Jerusalem temple. 
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As interesting as it is to look into how and where the apostles died, the important 
question to answer is why they chose such a life. Why give up the comforts of 
home and social acceptance in order to travel all over the known world only to 
be beaten, imprisoned, starved, shipwrecked, persecuted, and eventually killed? 
Their mission didn’t make them rich or powerful or bring them worldly advantage. 
They were despised as outcasts and troublemakers. 

Think about Paul, for example. He had the advantage of being a well-educated 
Pharisee (Acts 22:3) and was set for a nice career. He was so committed to pre-
serving tradition that he took the lead in persecuting anyone who followed the 
teachings of Jesus. Yet, as he traveled to Damascus intent on rounding up some 
Christians, something happened that caused him to believe in the very faith he 
was so passionately persecuting (Acts 9:1-19; 26:12-23; Galatians 1:11-24). He 
radically reoriented his life due to this conversion and spent the rest of his days 
preaching what he had once condemned. That he suffered for this preaching and 
proved willing to die for it shows that his conversion was a sure thing based on 
sure evidence. Simply put, there can be no reasonable doubt that Saul the unbe-
liever became Paul the believer because he encountered the one thing that could 
turn him around so radically: the risen Christ. 

What the deaths of all the early martyrs have in common is that they weren’t 
killed for believing Jesus as much as they were killed for sharing Jesus. They 
believed so strongly—on the basis of the resurrection—that they devoted their 
lives and resources to spreading the good news of Jesus throughout the world. The 
message of life was the cause of their death. 

Without the resurrection, Jesus’ followers would have identified him as a teacher 
of morality who was utterly mistaken about his true identity. After all, claims 
of deity just don’t mix well with execution on a Roman cross. And even though 
Jesus’ moral teachings are extremely good, the truth is they’re not really all that 
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unique. Many ancient religions and law codes emphasized instructions that 
resemble Jesus’ teachings. What makes Jesus unique is what he taught about 
himself. This aspect of his teaching, proven true by his resurrection, compelled the 
disciples to unlimited devotion. 

Still, what is it that specifically made them drop their careers and hit the road 
in an endless quest to share everything they knew about Jesus? Seeing the risen 
Christ was enough to convince them of all he’d said, but it would’ve been easy 
to view that as a private belief rather than something to be shared with the 
world. Since Jesus had privately instructed the disciples during his ministry, it 
would’ve been understandable for them to think the “insider information” they’d 
been given was intended to remain their secret forever. They could further have 
rationalized their silence by saying God can save whomever he wants and doesn’t 
need their help. Or they could’ve kept quiet because they didn’t want to meddle in 
people’s business. Religion is a touchy subject, after all. They also could’ve decided 
they didn’t know enough or have the right gifts to share the message. There 
were all sorts of reasons they could’ve lain low and saved their skins. 
There had to be something that compelled them into foreign lands; 
that something was a direct command by Jesus. 

After Jesus’ resurrection, he appeared to many of his followers for 
the next 40 days. During this time he not only convinced them he’d 
risen from the dead; he also taught them further and prepared them 
for the important work they were to do. At his last appearance he tasked 
them with reaching the world:

Then Jesus came near and said to them, “All authority has 
been given to Me in heaven and on earth. Go, therefore, 
and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
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teaching them to observe everything I have commanded 
you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of 
the age.” 

Matthew 28:18-20

This final instruction from Jesus is commonly called the Great Commission. This 
is the answer to why the disciples would die for their belief in Christ rather than 
cease spreading his message. This is why they went to such extremes to make the 
gospel known in parts of the world that hadn’t heard. Proclaiming the good news 
isn’t optional, preferable, or recommended at our convenience. It’s imperative, a 
command of our Lord that applies not just to the original disciples but to all disci-
ples for all time. God has chosen to spread the gospel primarily through the work 
of believers; he uses his people to grow his people. Paul puts it this way: 

But how can they call on Him they have not believed in? 
And how can they believe without hearing about Him? And 
how can they hear without a preacher? And how can they 
preach unless they are sent? As it is written: How beautiful 
are the feet of those who announce the gospel of good 
things! . . .

So faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes 
through the message about Christ. But I ask, “Did they not 
hear?” Yes, they did:

Their voice has gone out to all the earth, 
and their words to the ends of the inhabited world. 

Romans 10:14-15,17-18

Even though we’re charged with the task of proclaiming the good news, it’s not up 
to us to save anyone. Our job is to tell the truth in love as we find opportunity. 
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Only through the work of the Holy Spirit can people come to faith, and we’re his 
chosen vessels for giving people that opportunity. 

Although the “great” in the Great Commission is the great news of the gospel, 
part of what makes the Great Commission so great is that it’s great in scope. It’s 
a message the whole world must hear, and therefore someone must take it there. 
It’s a message for all cultures, all times, and all places. Jesus redeems people 
“from every tribe and language and people and nation” (Revelation 5:9). But to 

be redeemed, people must hear. And for people to hear requires believers who 
love them enough to go to the trouble of sharing Jesus with them. Often 

this sharing is unwelcome. Unbelievers commonly like being unbeliev-
ers. Our message is unwelcome or foolish to many of them, but we 

must risk rejection and share with them the only hope they can 
have for salvation. 

Another way the Great Commission is great is in the great variety 
of ways it can be fulfilled. Jesus’ command doesn’t mean we all must 

leave everything behind and move to a foreign country; neither does it 
mean we must become itinerant evangelists, traveling nonstop as we share 

with everyone we meet. It might mean going on short-term mission trips, though. 
Travel to a disadvantaged place for a week or two. Serve hurting people so the gos-
pel is lived out as well as proclaimed. Or it might mean sharing with all those God 
brings into your life. It can even be a combination of all of these things.

As long as we take the Great Commission seriously and are obedient when given 
opportunity to share, we’ll be part of God’s mission to the world. It’s easy to think 
our acts of obedience are too insignificant to make a difference. After all (we tell 
ourselves), not everyone can be an Apostle Paul or a Billy Graham. But that kind 
of thinking is simply unbelief, and ultimately it accuses God of not being powerful 
enough to accomplish his will. That kind of thinking forgets that God was able 
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to dramatically change the course of history and affect billions of lives starting 
with only a dozen simple men from a remote corner of a politically unimportant 
country at a time when there was no mass communication or easy transporta-
tion. If ever there were a mustard seed of faith that changed the world against 
all odds, this was it!

After Easter the early Christians not only had the good news and their encounters 
with the risen Christ; they also had a command to share what they knew with 
the world and a passionate desire to do it. That command isn’t just for them; 
it’s for us as well. 

It’s easy in our culture not to appreciate the great lengths our brothers and 
sisters in Christ have gone to in order to spread the good news. It’s easy to 
think of reasons not to share. But if we take seriously the profound sacrifice of 
Christ and the extremes he went to in order to save us, we’ll also repent of our 
fear and complacency and unbelief. We’ll begin to understand why we must see 
ourselves as missionaries and take the gospel next door, down the street, to 
work, and to the world.
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Reflect and Discuss
1. Skeptical theories about Christian origins maintain that Jesus’ disciples 

intentionally lied about Jesus’ resurrection or else came to believe the 
resurrection on the basis of misperception or inflated expectations. How 
does the story of their deaths help us understand their belief in the res-
urrection? What difference does it make in our lives when we experience 
hardship for our faith? 

2. Jesus’ disciples were killed for sharing Jesus, not merely for believing in him. 
Any group of believers could protect themselves by choosing to keep their 
beliefs private. What does it say about the disciples’ basis for belief that they 
shared despite the threats? Do you share the gospel despite potentially un-
comfortable consequences? 

3. How did you come to faith in Christ? Did it involve someone sharing the 
gospel with you? What approach did they take? What approach do you 
take when you share? 

4. What excuses most tempt you to avoid telling others about your faith 
in Jesus? Describe how the Great Commission can help you over-
come the temptations.

5. “A person’s depth of confidence in the gospel is reflected in how of-
ten he shares the gospel with others.” Do you agree or disagree with 
this statement. Why? 
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C H A P T ER 7

ETERNAL DESTINIES

Adam and Eve were created for durability. They were designed by God to exist 
forever and ever, and that design wasn’t set aside when death invaded the world. 
Our death doesn’t call into question whether we’ll exist forever but how we’ll exist 
forever. Because of sin our enduring existence is conditioned by a death penalty 
and two divergent eternities. Those who trust in Christ’s redeeming work on their 
behalf will be raised up from death to exist forever with God in a state of incom-
prehensible abundance. Those left relying on their own works and false religions 
will be raised up to endure endless divine wrath. 

Jesus’ disciples knew this. They knew it from Scripture, and they knew it from 
him. They also had the privilege of experiencing aspects of Jesus’ risen life, which 
means they eclipsed unassisted faith and speculative theories and got a firsthand 
taste of resurrection life. This plus the stark differences between the two eternal 
destinies awaiting us explains their willingness to expend their lives in the task of 
spreading gospel hope. Eternity is forever, after all, and souls are at stake. Possess-
ing a sure solution, the disciples risked everything to share it with people. 

Biblical revelations about what resurrected life and heaven will be like are min-
imal, but the things we’ve been shown are intriguing. After Easter, Jesus was 
recognizable, though with some qualifications. People who’d known him recog-
nized him but were slow to do so for reasons unknown (Luke 24:16; John 20:15). 
He had a physical body that could be touched (Luke 24:39; John 20:27) and 
that could eat (Luke 24:42-43), but his body wasn’t the same as his earthly body 
because it could pass through walls (John 20:19), didn’t need to eat, and wouldn’t 
grow old or sick. The same will be true for us:
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. . . the dead will be raised incorruptible, 
and we will be changed. 
For this corruptible must be clothed 
with incorruptibility, 
and this mortal must be clothed 
with immortality. 
When this corruptible is clothed 
with incorruptibility, 
and this mortal is clothed 
with immortality. . . 

1 Corinthians 15:52-54

Everlasting life without suffering or evil is something we all desire, but 
that’s secondary to the ultimate blessing: communion with God. Unre-
strained access to God is our purpose and what we ultimately long for. This 
yearning makes our present world—no matter how good it can be at times—in-
complete and unsatisfying. 

For we know that if our temporary, earthly dwelling 
is destroyed, we have a building from God, an eternal 
dwelling in the heavens, not made with hands. Indeed, 
we groan in this body, desiring to put on our dwelling 
from heaven, since, when we are clothed, we will not 
be found naked. Indeed, we groan while we are in this 
tent, burdened as we are, because we do not want to be 
unclothed but clothed, so that mortality may be swallowed 
up by life. And the One who prepared us for this very 
purpose is God, who gave us the Spirit as a down payment. 

2 Corinthians 5:1-5
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Because Jesus died for our sins and because his righteousness was credited to us, 
Christians will stand before God blameless. He’ll look on us but see the work of 
Christ. No shame, no guilt, no condemnation. In response, we’ll cry out in praise 
and worship forever. The wonder of God will be inexhaustible. Paul calls it the 
“incomparable eternal weight of glory” (2 Corinthians 4:17). 

Jesus calls heaven many things: paradise (Luke 23:43; Revelation 2:7), “My Fa-
ther’s house” (John 14:2), “the new Jerusalem, which comes down out of heaven” 
(Revelation 3:12). It’s also called the “heavenly Jerusalem” (Hebrews 12:22) and 
the “Jerusalem above” (Galatians 4:26).

Heaven is more than a place; it’s a state of being, where God’s goodness is poured 
out fully and permanently. God’s goodness can be seen in this world, but in 
heaven it will be seen fully. We will see God as he really is (1 John 3:2). The result 
is never-ending blessing and bliss. There will be no need of any kind, no dissat-
isfaction, and no distraction from enjoying God. Our obedience will be complete 
because we’ll have changed natures. In our present life we’re unable not to sin, but 
in the next life we’ll be unable to sin. Jesus refers to this state as “the kingdom of 
heaven” (Matthew 25:1). God has been calling a people to this kingdom through-
out history, and ultimately it’s what he made us for: 

God’s dwelling is with humanity, 
and He will live with them. 
They will be His people, 
and God Himself will be with them 
and be their God. 
He will wipe away every tear from their eyes. 
Death will no longer exist; 
grief, crying, and pain will exist no longer, 
because the previous things have passed away. 

Revelation 21:3-4
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Eternal life is life truly alive, life without the allure of sin or the curse of death 
marring our experience of the world. It’s eternal not only in quantity but in quali-
ty. Peter puts it this way:

According to His great mercy, He has given us a new birth 
into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ 
from the dead and into an inheritance that is imperishable, 
uncorrupted, and unfading, kept in heaven for you. You 
are being protected by God’s power through faith for a 
salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time. 

1 Peter 1:3-5

Not everyone will be raised to live eternally in heaven. The hard truth is that the 
road leading there is narrow and few find it. A broader path, filled with the many 
rather than the few, runs spiraling down into final despair. No blessing from God 
will ever visit that place. There will be nothing to live for in that darkness, no good 
to receive, no good to do, no hope for anything to improve. Ever. 

As bad as that sounds, it gets worse. Inhabitants of hell aren’t merely without 
hope; they’re subjected to eternal punishment as God pours out his wrath against 
evil. Sometimes we think of hell as the place where God is absent, but there’s no 
such place in the universe. God is everywhere. Theologians call this omnipresence 
(omni = all). In fact, hell couldn’t be hell unless God is there to dole out his judg-
ment. A Godless hell would leave unbelievers in exactly the state they’ve desired: 
free from God’s authority. Instead of freedom from God, the damned will be 
confronted unendingly by God. Paul writes:

For God’s wrath is revealed from heaven against all 
godlessness and unrighteousness of people who by their 
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unrighteousness suppress the truth, since what can be 
known about God is evident among them, because God has 
shown it to them. For His invisible attributes, that is, His 
eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen 
since the creation of the world, being understood through 
what He has made. As a result, people are without excuse. 
For though they knew God, they did not glorify Him as 
God or show gratitude. Instead, their thinking became 
nonsense, and their senseless minds were darkened. 
Claiming to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the 
glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal 
man, birds, four-footed animals, and reptiles.

Therefore God delivered them over in the cravings of 
their hearts to sexual impurity, so that their bodies were 
degraded among themselves. They exchanged the truth of 
God for a lie, and worshiped and served something created 
instead of the Creator, who is praised forever. Amen. . . .

Although they know full well God’s just sentence—that 
those who practice such things deserve to die—they not 
only do them, but even applaud others who practice them. 

Romans 1:18-25,32

Hell is such a hard teaching that many have insisted a loving God just wouldn’t do 
what the preachers say he’ll do. Punish someone forever simply for not believing 
in him? No way. This argument has a strong emotional pull, but it misrepresents 
what happens in hell and ignores the clear biblical witness. People aren’t sent to 
hell for unbelief. Rather, everyone will be judged by works, and the standard that 
must be met is perfection (Revelation  20:11-15). Either we’re judged by the works 
of Christ, or we’re judged by our own works. If we’re never redeemed through faith 
in Christ, we’ll face God with nothing to offer but our own works. Those inevitably 
fail to meet God’s standard. It’s also important to note that no one in hell will be 
tortured. Torture is a barbaric tactic in which pain is inflicted not for punishment 
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but for pleasure or to achieve some intended outcome, such as the disclosure of 
information. The damned in hell aren’t tortured; they’re justly punished. 

The Bible describes hell as the place where the wicked are sent (Psalm 31:17). It’s 
said to be deep (Job 11:8), equipped with gates (Job 17:16); it is described as a 
prison (1 Peter 3:19) and can be locked (Revelation 1:18). It’s a place of profound 
suffering (Matthew 8:12; 25:30), a fiery furnace (Matthew 13:42) of flames (Luke 
16:24) and a lake of fire (Revelation 20:14-15), and yet it is also described as outer 
darkness (Matthew 22:13). It’s a place where the inhabitants receive “wrath and 

indignation” (Romans 2:8). Three things are clear from these descriptions: 
hell is real, it’s terrible, and evil is quarantined there so it won’t taint the 

rest of the future new creation. 

The imagery is frightening, but maybe consignment to hell is only 
temporary. Some have said so, reasoning that sins committed in a 

finite lifetime don’t merit eternal punishment. The lost will eventu-
ally be annihilated, they say, and hell itself will be doused once God has 

satisfied his wrath. 

This theory runs afoul of at least two important points. First, sinners may be fi-
nite, but their sins are not. Sin, any sin, is an assault on the holy nature of infinite 
God and thus the offense is infinite. Sinners are either pardoned by substitute 
righteousness (Christ’s, given to believers through faith), or else they stand eter-
nally in need of punishment. 

Second, Jesus taught that hell is eternal. While talking about the false claims 
of the Pharisees, he said, “They will go away into eternal punishment, but 
the righteous into eternal life” (Matthew 25:46). Similarly in the Old Testa-



59    A F T ER E A S T ER

ment the prophet Daniel says some people will receive eternal life and oth-
ers eternal contempt. 

In summary, there’s no escaping the biblical teaching on hell and no explaining it 
away to soften the blow. Hell is a terrible and certain fact. It awaits all who die in 
their sins. The apostles knew this and felt the urgency of it. It motivated them to 
share the gospel at all costs, and our response should be the same. 

In the end even those who reject God will bow their knee to him.

For this reason God highly exalted Him 
and gave Him the name 
that is above every name, 
so that at the name of Jesus 
every knee will bow— 
of those who are in heaven and on earth 
and under the earth— 
and every tongue should confess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord, 
to the glory of God the Father. 

Philippians 2:9-11

The question for each of us is, will we bow the knee willingly, while we can still 
find forgiveness, or will we bow only under obligation when it’s too late? Why 
wait any longer? Christian hope is grounded in the well-established fact of Jesus’ 
resurrection. After Easter we aren’t asked to have blind faith. We know that Jesus 
is alive. We know that he was telling the truth about himself, the world, and his 
work as Savior. After Easter, we can know. 
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Reflect and Discuss
1. What do you believe about life after death? What new thoughts do you have 

after reading this chapter? Briefly describe how you would summarize the 
biblical view if someone asked you to do so. 

2. When you think of heaven, do you think primarily of being reunited with 
lost loved ones and experiencing the grandeur of it all, or do you primarily 
think of being in God’s presence and enjoying him forever? Which of those 
values best matches the biblical emphasis on heaven? Why? 

3. When you read that we will worship God forever in heaven, what comes to 
mind? The biblical view of worship is more expansive than just singing and 
praying. What are some ways you can imagine you will worship God in heav-
en? How will your worship in heaven differ from your worship on earth? 

4. Jesus spoke about hell more often than he did about heaven. But many today 
choose not to believe in hell, rejecting a core biblical teaching. Why do you 
think people pick and choose what to accept from the Bible? If the Bible is 
from God, as it claims to be, is it legitimate to pick and choose? 

5. If you accept hell as real, what considerations could possibly keep you from 
sharing the gospel with unbelievers who are doomed to go there unless they 
repent and accept Christ? Who are the people in your life who need to hear 
about the good news of Jesus Christ?
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