“RELIGION VS. SALVATION”





and





“THE THREE TENSES OF SALVATION”








Lead-off hitters are not renowned for their ability to hit home runs.  However, they occasionally do hit a home run.  A “home run moment” is very brief, but it has a big effect on the entire game.  I would like to lead off this study with a “grand slam truth.”  It will bias some readers against the message, but the truth has always divided people.





I will put my grand slam blow in the form of an illustration.  A lady once said to me, “Well, all religions are the same, aren’t they?  They all are of equal value, aren’t they?”  I replied, “Yes, Ma’am, they are—all religions are equally worthless as far as saving sinners is concerned!”





What is religion, anyway?  A clue is in the meaning of the word itself.  Our English word, religion, comes from a Latin term, religio, which means “to bind.”  Religion is man’s attempt to bind himself to God.  One of the philosophers said, “Man is incurably religious.”  Honoring the religious instinct, the inclination toward God that is native to every human heart, man tries to secure a right standing with God.  However, religion is a matter of man’s upreach, not a matter of God’s downreach.  But since man is a sinner, his upreach is distorted, self-centered and inadequate.  His attempt to reach God is like a bridge that is washed out on the far end.  It may be solidly attached on man’s side, but it makes no real contact on God’s side.  This is the reason no merely religious person —whether he be Mormon, Jehovah’s Witness, Hindu, Buddhist, Muslem, etc., ever has assurance of salvation.  In fact, he would either think that assurance of salvation is not possible or is the arrogant profession of vain people.  He would claim that it is presumptuous to claim assurance of salvation; the Christian answers that it is the height of presumption to not believe God and His Word, and both God and His Word are bold to offer perfect assurance of a perfect salvation.





But here is an additional factor that must be considered about religion.  Not only does the Bible testify to the inadequacy of religion to save a person, it actually says that religion is not even an attempt to reach God at all.  It is rather an attempt to avoid Him by replacing Him with a man-made alternative.  “It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God,” so man makes himself a “god” that is more manageable and more self-favoring to man.  A careful study of Romans 1:18-32, which shows the decline of man when he rejects God in favor of his own idolatrous alternatives, reveals that man began with an adequate view of God, but due to his immoral lifestyle and terrible moral choices, God gave him up to a downward course which includes the structuring of false religion.   The end of such a course is staggering.  Man, in the name of God and religion, then can do those things that favor his religious, social, cultural and personal drives, and can predict an outcome that also favors himself.  





�
It would be a bad philosophy that had no good side at all.  Religion, like any social phenomenon, can be conditioned to produce many “good” things, but all the goodness of religion is totally relative and can find no favor with a holy God at all.  So most of the prayers, most of the bowing, most of the genuflecting, most of the “worship” before some god in the pantheon of gods, is absolutely worthless as far as actually reaching God, communing with Him, and winning salvation.  





Two farmers lived near each other in a Kentucky farming community.  Each of them owned a racehorse, and they were constantly harassing each other with boasts about their respective horses.  Each claimed that his horse would easily defeat the other horse if they ever raced.  The boasting became so intense and insufferable that they finally decided to settle the issue.  The horses would face each other in a race.  One of the farmers was a bit more efficient, or perhaps devious, than the other one.  He hired a professional jockey to ride his horse, and immediately raised the ante of the bets the two of them were placing on their horses.  The other farmer went along with the higher bet, feeling confident of his horse.  The day of the race finally came, and the race was started by the bell and the usual opening of the gate.  Within a few yards, the horse ridden by the professional jockey jumped ahead, and ran several yards ahead through most of the race.  However, just a hundred yards from the finish line, the other horse managed to catch the leader.  They ran abreast for several yards, and then suddenly there was a violent collision between the two horses, and both riders were thrown to the ground.  The professional jockey had more experience of such things than the amateur rider, so he jumped up quickly, remounted, and rode on, passing the finishing line before the other rider could recover.  The crowd was cheering, but the farmer who hired the professional rider slumped down in his seat, face covered with his hands, and moaned loudly.  A friend shouted, “Why are you so downcast?  Why are you moaning?  Your horse won, didn’t he?”  “Won, nothing!” shouted the forlorn farmer.  “That stupid jockey I hired mounted the wrong horse!”  Friends, religion is the wrong horse!  What difference does it make if the rider finishes ahead—if he is riding the wrong horse?!! 


      


The great salvation of sinners presented in the Gospel of Christ is not a matter of religion at all.  In fact, it is totally opposite in direction to religion.  Religion is man’s attempt to reach up and find God.  Christianity, in contrast, tells of a God Who has come down to man.  Religion is like a stalagmite on the floor of a cave, rising up from the floor toward the ceiling.  But it does not make contact!  So it stands solidly connected to the floor, but without contact above.  The Christian Gospel is like a stalactite that has descended from the ceiling of the cave and is solidly connected, ceiling to floor.  God has built a bridge in the Person of Christ between Himself and man.  Being God, Jesus can contact God.  Being man, He contacts man.  And since He was truly human, He had a nature capable of mortality.  So He died for our sins, thus removing the disqualification of sin between man and God. Then He arose from the dead “for our justification” (Romans 4:25).





When a sinner is convicted by the Holy Spirit, he brokenly admits his need of God’s salvation.  When he trusts Jesus Christ to save him from his sins and from the hell they deserve, he becomes an immediate recipient of God’s mighty salvation.   At one instantaneous moment, he is eternally saved!  As he adjusts to his new life in Christ, he discovers that the salvation of the New Testament is a three-tense salvation.  It has a past-tense frame of reference, a present-tense frame of reference, and a future-tense frame of reference.  





�
Some years ago, a humble female Salvation Army worker approached a man on the street in downtown London, England.  She timidly asked him, “Sir, are you saved?”  She would not have approached him if she had known the identity of the man.  The man was Dr. B. F. Westcott, a great Christian teacher who was also one of the greatest Greek scholars of modern times.  When he heard the young lady’s question, a twinkle came to his eye, and he answered, “You ask me if I am saved.  That depends on what you mean by the question.  Do you mean, sotheis, or sesosmenos , or sozomenos?”  Of course, the young lady was thrown into immediate frustration by his strange question.





Dr. Westcott’s question was valid, because it reflects on the three-tense salvation which every Christian possesses from the moment that he is born again.  One of the above Greek terms is the past tense word, which means, “I have been saved.”  The second is the present tense, which means, “I am being saved.”  And the third is the future tense, which means, “I shall be saved.”  





When Paul said, “By grace are ye saved through faith,” the word “saved” is in the Greek perfect tense, which corresponds to our past-tense verb, with an additional feature.  Here is the translation of the perfect tense verb, “I have been saved, and the results of it continue on into the indefinite future.”  The perfect tense includes in concept both the present tense and the future tense.  “I have been saved, and will remain so forever.”  





The past tense of our salvation could be called salvation in possession.  This is a once-for-all salvation.  It is salvation from the terrible penalty and punishment of sin.  Several Biblical words are used and amplified in explaining this dimension of salvation, words such as regeneration, justification, redemption, reconciliation, and adoption.





The present tense of our salvation could be called salvation in progress, or salvation in process.  This is ongoing salvation.  It is salvation from the terrible pollution and power of sin.  The key word that is used for this dimension of salvation is sanctification.





Let me illustrate the relationship between past-tense, completed salvation, and present-tense, continuing salvation—that is, between regeneration and sanctification.





�
  A husband and wife were raising several small children.  Because they were interested in their children reading great children’s literature, they bought the great children’s books, kept them in a bookcase in their home, and read to them and with them as often as they could.  The children’s favorite was Aesop’s Fables, partly because of the beautiful color illustrations the book contained.  Several years after the family assembled their library of great children’s books, a well-known artist came to their home to visit.  While there, he noticed the library of books.  As he was looking at some of the titles, he saw the copy of Aesop’s Fables lying flat on the bookshelf.  Because it was worn and frayed, the pages were loose, and several were protruding from the book.  When the artist saw the beautiful color illustrations, he picked up the book and looked inside.  He was deeply impressed with the quality and beauty of the color pictures in the book.  As he and his host were visiting, the artist asked, “Your children are nearly grown, aren’t they?”  “Yes, they are.”  “Then they likely have outgrown the children’s books, haven’t they?”  “Yes, they have.”  “I noticed your illustrated copy of Aesop’s Fables on the shelf, and looked through it.  The illustrations are beautiful.  I would love to use them to model some paintings.  The book seems to be worn out, anyway.  Would it be possible for me to purchase it from you?”  “Oh, no,” the host replied, “it would be an insult to my generosity for you to purchase it, but I will be happy to give it to you.”  As the artist departed, he carried the old, frayed copy of Aesop’s Fables with him.  





Several days later, the husband of the family was looking on the bookshelf when he spied several pages of the book that had fallen out and were hidden from sight.  What did he do?  Did he call the artist back to his home and officially repeat the presentation of the book to him?  No, he simply put the additional pages in an envelope and mailed it to the artist.  Salvation in the past tense is like the presentation of the book to the artist; it is given perfectly, once and for all.  But there are many aspects of our salvation which we did not even know about when we were first saved.  Through daily a process of discovery, understanding, application, faith, action, etc., the new dimensions of salvation become real on an on-going way.  The one is past-tense salvation, the other is present-tense sanctification.





The future tense of our salvation could be called salvation in prospect.  This is final, perfect salvation when we will live with God in Heaven forever. This is salvation from the presence of sin and the very possibility of sinning.  The Biblical name for this salvation is glorification.  I will reserve the examination of glorification to one or more future studies because the theme is too replete to merely include it in a short study on the three tenses of salvation.  I have just re-read this study, and was greatly blessed in doing so.  Though brief, it is a good place to begin on the gigantic doctrine of God’s Eternal Salvation.





“Consider what I say, and the Lord give you understanding in all things” (II Timothy 2:7).
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