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CHAPTER 2  
DEFINITIONS 

I remember sitting in Bible class at David Lipscomb College. While I owe a lot to 

DLC, including meeting my wife, the fact is that most of the Bible classes were boring 

and badly taught—little better than poorly taught Sunday School classes. But the class I 

was in was different. Dr. Harvey Floyd was teaching a class on Romans, and for the first 

time in my experience, a college Bible teacher was actually teaching on the college level. 

Dr. Floyd was a brilliant man. Some of us spent weeks trying the find the same 

translation he was teaching from, only to learn that he taught straight from the Greek 

and translated as he went along.  

That day’s lesson was on grace. I knew what grace meant: “unmerited favor,” 

and in more practical terms, that if I attained a certain level of holiness, God would make 

up the difference and treat me as perfect and so saved. But I could never figure out just 

what level I had to attain to earn God’s grace. And I couldn’t tell from reading the 

Scriptures why some doctrines, like instrumental music in worship, would damn you if 

you were wrong; while so many other doctrines, such as the indwelling of the Spirit, 

permitted differences of opinion. 

That day Dr. Floyd explained that grace is a gift, not something you earn. And 

gifts are by very definition free (Rom. 7:23). They may have conditions attached, such as 

faith, but nothing of intrinsic merit, such as works, or else grace and salvation just 

wouldn’t be gifts. 

As he led the class through Romans 3 and 4, for the first time in my life I felt 

100%, ironclad, totally saved. I had been baptized when I was eight! And yet for over a 

dozen years had never felt saved! But I did that day. Indeed, it was the only day in my life 

when I felt like my feet didn’t touch the ground. I felt as though physically lifted six 

inches off the ground—as though the heaviest of all possible weights had been lifted off 

my shoulders. 

A. “Gospel” and “Faith” 

For all Christians, the first and foremost question is what the Jews asked in 

Acts 2: “Brothers, what shall we do [to be saved]?” And in the Churches of Christ, we’ve 

never had much disagreement on that issue. Going all the way back to Walter Scott, 170 

years ago, we’ve been teaching “hear, believe, repent, confess, and be baptized.” And I 

think that’s pretty much right. 

But it’s critical we understand what we mean by this slogan. What do we hear and 

what do we believe? The passage we’ve always relied on for the “hear” part is Romans 

10:14-17 (KJV)— 

How then shall they call on him in whom they have not believed? 
and how shall they believe in him of whom they have not heard? 
and how shall they hear without a preacher? And how shall they 
preach, except they be sent? as it is written, How beautiful are the 
feet of them that preach the gospel of peace, and bring glad 
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tidings of good things! But they have not all obeyed the gospel. … 
So then faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the word of 

God.
14

 

So what do we “believe” when we believe? Well, what we heard. And what we 

heard is the gospel. And just a couple of verses before, we see what we confess— 

(10:9-11 KJV) That if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the 
Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that God hath raised 
him from the dead, thou shalt be saved. For with the heart man 
believeth unto righteousness; and with the mouth confession is 
made unto salvation. For the Scripture saith, Whosoever believeth 
on him shall not be ashamed. 

We confess “the Lord Jesus” and we believe “God has raised him from the dead.” 

And this is just a brief way of saying “the gospel.”  

We often define as “gospel” a lot of stuff that’s just not part of the gospel, and we 

thereby add a lot of conditions to being saved that just aren’t conditions. And so the first 

thing we have to do is hammer out what the “gospel” is. And if we define “gospel” 

rightly, we’ve defined “faith,” because “faith” is just believing the gospel. 

In the Romans passages we just read, Paul describes the gospel as “Jesus” or the 

fact that God raised Jesus from the dead. Paul expands on this only slightly in other 

passages. Early in 1 Corinthians, Paul says, 

For Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the gospel—
not with words of human wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be 
emptied of its power. … [B]ut we preach Christ crucified: a 
stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those 
whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power 

of God and the wisdom of God.
15

 

Paul says he preached “the gospel,” that is, “Christ crucified” and “Christ the power of 

God and the wisdom of God.” Near the end of 1 Corinthians, Paul expands further on his 

definition— 

(15:1-6) Now, brothers, I want to remind you of the gospel I 
preached to you, which you received and on which you have 
taken your stand. By this gospel you are saved, if you hold firmly 
to the word I preached to you. Otherwise, you have believed in 
vain. For what I received I passed on to you as of first 
importance: 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 Peter, 
and then to the Twelve. 

                                                 

14
 Boldface in a quotation is always my emphasis. Italics are always in the original. 

15
 1 Cor. 1:17,23-24 (NIV). Hereafter, quoted Scriptures are from the New International Version 

unless otherwise noted. 
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Here Paul defines “gospel” as the fact that Jesus died for our sins and was 

resurrected on the third day. And he says that this is of “first importance.” 

In 2 Corinthians, Paul offer another thought— 

(4:4-5) The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, 
so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of 
Christ, who is the image of God. For we do not preach ourselves, 
but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as your servants for 
Jesus’ sake. 

In short, Paul says the gospel is “Jesus Christ as Lord.” Now this is a critical 

point, because it ties “repent” and “faith” together as one. When we “repent” we accept 

Jesus as Lord. When we make Jesus our Lord, we commit to serve him, to obey his 

commands, to do his will. In other words, faith and repentance are two sides of the same 

coin. Accepting the gospel is not just the intellectual acceptance of Jesus as the Son of 

God, crucified for our sins, but it’s also accepting Jesus as our Lord. “Believe” and 

“repent” are simply acceptance of these two elements of the nature of Jesus: the fact that 

he is the Son of God, the Messiah,
16

 and the fact that he is our Lord. And, of course, the 

acceptance is more than intellectual assent—we must make the commitment that these 

facts demand. 

There are plenty of other verses we could read, but these are sufficient to make 

the point that we often misuse “gospel” and “faith.” For example, if we were to disagree 

about the requirements for someone to be an elder, we’d likely be disagreeing about the 

meaning of inspired Scripture, but the dispute would not be a matter of “faith.” After all, 

we could vigorously disagree about how many children an elder should have or what 

happens if an elder’s wife should die without disagreeing about the death, burial, 

resurrection, and lordship of Christ. When we dispute over divorce and remarriage, or the 

age of the earth, or the role of women in the church, we want to declare that these are 

matters of faith—but they’re not—not as the Bible uses “faith.” And when the Gospel 

Advocate publishes articles advocating one view or another on these issues, the articles 

may be scriptural and true, but they’re not gospel. And if I disagree, I’ve not disagreed on 

a matter of “faith.” I’ve not become unfaithful. I’ve not left the faith or the household of 

faith. I may be wrong. I may be ignorant or stupid. But there’d be no reason to question 

my faith. 

I should hasten to add that in some respects, we in the Churches of Christ have 

gotten this right. When converts come forward in church and wish to be baptized, we ask 

them to confess the Great Confession, that Jesus is “the Christ, the Son of the living God” 

(Matt. 16:16). Well, this is just another way of saying that they believe the gospel. They 

are confessing their faith, what they heard, and what they believed, and the reason that 

they repented and made Jesus Lord. This is entirely sound and biblical. 

                                                 

16
 “Messiah” literally means “anointed,” which is a metaphor for “king,” and, of course, refers to the 

Messiah prophesied in the Old Testament. “Christ” is simply “Messiah” in Greek. They are really the same 

word. 
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Think about it. If we believe that someone has to have the right position on 

divorce and remarriage to be saved, why don’t we ask him to declare his position before 

baptizing them? What would be the state of someone with genuine faith and repentance, 

who is scripturally baptized, but who goes under the water with the wrong views on 

divorce? Would God save him? Or is there a grace period so that he has, I don’t know, 

maybe 30 days to get these things right? Just how does this work? 

B. “Works” 

We now must spend a little time defining another important word: “works.” We 

get very confused on this, and indeed much of the recent infighting within the Churches 

of Christ has arisen due to misunderstanding this word. “Works” generally means 

anything one might do to earn his salvation based on the merit of what is done. Hence, 

“works” does not include baptism, faith, or repentance. Rather, it includes things like 

moral living and obeying whatever laws God imposes that you believe you have to fulfill 

to become or to stay saved. 

Now, this makes “works” a bit subjective, as different views of doctrine result in 

different understandings of “works.” For example, if I believe that I must worship God by 

singing only a cappella to merit salvation, then singing a cappella is a work to me. 

However, if I believe that singing a cappella is God’s will but that those baptized 

believers who sing to God with an instrument in all good conscience will not be damned, 

then a cappella singing is not a work to me.  

Thus, as we’ll see when we get to Galatians, circumcision is a work if you view it 

as a requirement to be saved. If you see circumcision as a good health practice or just a 

tradition, then it’s not a work.  

In Paul’s vocabulary, “works” and “grace” are antithetical. 

(Rom. 11:6 KJV) And if by grace, then is it no more of works: 
otherwise grace is no more grace. But if it be of works, then is it 
no more grace: otherwise work is no more work. 

Paul could not be more clear that grace and works are opposites. It’s never grace 

plus works—it’s always one or the other. 

(Gal. 3:2) I would like to learn just one thing from you: Did you 
receive the Spirit by [works of] the law, or by believing what you 

heard?
 17

 

Quite plainly, Paul’s arguments presuppose that it is impossible for the Spirit to 

be received by a combination of faith and works—it must be one or the other. 

And could any sentence be plainer than Romans 4:5 that “faith” does not include 

works?  

                                                 

17
 The NIV typically does not translate erga as “works” and is not entirely consistent with its choice of 

translation, often making it very hard to follow Paul’s arguments about works. Hence, I will frequently 

replace or add words in brackets to make the NIV close enough to the Greek to follow Paul’s logic. 
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However, to the man who does not work but [believes] God who 
justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness.

18
 

Now, a common point of confusion here is to confuse “works of the law” or 

“works” with obedience to the ceremonial elements of the Law of Moses. But Paul means 

by “law” any action believed to have saving merit before God. Certainly, in the First 

Century obedience to the Law of Moses was a preeminent example of works, but the 

concept is much broader. 

This is seen in Paul’s discussion in Romans of why Gentiles who were never 

taught the Law of Moses are nonetheless condemned by the law— 

(Rom. 2:12-15) All who sin apart from the law will also perish apart 
from the law, and all who sin under the law will be judged by the 
law. For it is not those who hear the law who are righteous in 
God’s sight, but it is those who obey the law who will be declared 
righteous. (Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by 
nature [works] required by the law, they are a law for themselves, 
even though they do not have the law, since they show that the 
requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their 
consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts now 
accusing, now even defending them.) 

Paul’s point is that the Gentiles are subject to the “law” even though they’ve 

never heard the Law of Moses or had any similar revelation. Rather, Gentiles are “a law 

for themselves” because their own consciences show that they apprehend much of God’s 

law without special revelation—and the Gentiles violate their own incomplete 

understanding of God’s will, and thus stand condemned, needing a Savior. 

Thus, if a man
19

 who has never been instructed about God does anything that he 

knows is wrong—or condemns in others—then he is self-condemned because God’s law 

is sufficiently written on his heart to teach him how to treat others. And this is sufficient 

to prove he violates the portion of God’s will he knows. Every person believes in right 

and wrong, moral and immoral. You and I might disagree about particulars, but we agree 

that some actions are wrong and some are right. And none of us lives up even to his own 

standards. 

Now, plainly, the kinds of laws that are written on the heart of a Gentile are moral 

laws—don’t commit adultery, don’t steal, don’t bear false witness—not ceremonial laws, 

like circumcision or animal sacrifice. Thus, in Paul’s vocabulary, “law” includes both 

moral laws and ceremonial laws. And “works” are just doing what the law requires.  

                                                 

18
 The NIV can be frustratingly inconsistent in its translations. The translators say “trust” when the 

verb is “believes” (pisteuo), which is simply the verb form of “faith” (pistis). 

19
 My female law partner takes pains to correct my use of “he” and such to refer to both males and 

females. And her point is well taken. However, such constructions as “he or she” or “he/she” or (worse yet) 

“s/he” get very old very fast. I’ve tried using “one,” but it came across as pretentious (despite often being 

better grammar). Believe me when I say I intend no disrespect to the female readers, but on occasion I will 

use “he,” “man,” and such in their gender-neutral senses.  
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Perhaps another of Paul’s arguments would make the point clearer— 

(Rom. 4:1-5) What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather, 
discovered in this matter? If, in fact, Abraham was justified by 
works, he had something to boast about—but not before God. 
What does the Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was 
credited to him as righteousness.” Now when a man works, his 
wages are not credited to him as a gift, but as an obligation. 
However, to the man who does not work but [believes] God who 
justifies the wicked, his faith is credited as righteousness. 

Paul raises the question of whether Abraham was justified by faith or by works. 

He quotes Genesis 15:6 to prove that Abraham was justified by faith. But why bother? If 

“works” refers to the Law of Moses, it would be enough to point out that Abraham died 

hundreds of years before the Law of Moses was given.  

To those under the Law of Moses, works includes not only the Ten 

Commandments and other moral laws but also the sacrificial system. To those outside the 

Law of Moses, “works” and “law” include at least basic morality. To Christians, “works” 

and “law” are what we think we have to do to be or stay saved beyond acceptance of the 

gospel through faith, repentance, and baptism.  

C. A note on James 

Now, this brings us to James, because many within the Churches of Christ insist 

that James teaches that faith includes “works” or that works must be added to faith before 

faith can save.
20

  

(James 2:14-19) What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to 
have faith but has no [works]? Can such faith save him? Suppose 
a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. If one of you 
says to him, “Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed,” but 
does nothing about his physical needs, what good is it? In the 
same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by [works], is 
dead. But someone will say, “You have faith; I have [works].” 
Show me your faith without [works], and I will show you my faith 
by [works]. You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the 

demons believe that—and shudder.
21 

 

                                                 

20
 Both Music and Dobbs, quoted above, rely heavily on James 2 in making their cases. Many 

commentaries on Romans and Galatians by Church authors state that faith includes obedience to God’s 

laws. See, e.g., David Lipscomb (edited with additional notes by J. W. Shepherd) III A Commentary on the 

New Testament Epistles, Second Corinthians & Galatians (Nashville: Gospel Advocate Co. 1936), 221-

222. 

21
 The NIV obscures the issue by translating “works” as “deeds.” But the identical Greek word is used 

here as in Romans.  
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James’ argument, of course, makes perfect sense. What good would it be for God 

to send his Son to save us, to forgive our sins, if we were to respond by continuing in sin? 

Surely God expects more from us than just faith! 

The distinction is this: when Paul opposes “works” against “faith,” he means 

works on which we rely to give us merit before God, that is, anything that we add to the 

gospel as additional requirements to be saved (or stay saved). When James refers to 

“works,” he is speaking of doing good deeds, not to become saved, but because we are 

saved. 

The contrast is well seen in Ephesians 2:8-10— 

For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this 
not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no 
one can boast. For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ 
Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to 
do. 

Here Paul speaks of three kinds of works. First, Paul denies that we are saved by 

our own works. Indeed, we are saved by a second kind of works: not our works but the 

works of God. Hence, we are God’s workmanship, that is, we have been re-made by the 

working of God. But all this is for a purpose, for us to do a third kind of works: “good 

works.” Hence, our salvation rests on the working of God, not our works, but having 

been saved, we are charged with doing good works. 

Now the key is the direction of the arrow of causation. Works do not cause 

salvation; rather, salvation causes works. We can state this in terms of formal logic. The 

statement “If I do good works, then I will be saved” is false, because no one other than 

Jesus is capable of doing works that merit salvation (Rom. 3:23). On the other hand, the 

statement “If I am saved, then I will do good works” is true. Now, my logic professor at 

David Lipscomb taught me that any true statement can logically be “double reversed” 

into the “contrapositive,” and it will still be true: “If I don’t do good works, then I am not 

saved.” And this is precisely what James says. 

It is easy to confuse the first statement, which is false, with the contrapositive, 

which is true, because they look very similar—but they are not the same. If all saved 

people do good works, then the fact that I don’t do good works necessarily means I’m not 

saved. But it’s not because my salvation depends on those works. It’s because salvation 

necessarily produces works. (We are confident that God makes allowance for those 

whose physical or mental frailty make them incapable of good works.) 

An example might help. My wife loves me, and I love her. Because I love her, I 

do good things for her. Thus, it is generally true that “if I love my wife then I will do 

good things for her.” But this does not mean “if I do good things for my wife then I love 

her.” I may not love her at all and yet out of guilt or duty do many wonderful things for 

her. But if I love her, that love will inevitably produce good deeds benefiting her. Thus, it 

is also true that if I don’t do anything beneficial for my wife, then I don’t love her.  

Discussion questions— 

1. How does the Bible use “gospel”? 
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2. What makes the gospel good news? 

3. What are some things we often refer to as “gospel” but which really aren’t? 

4. What is faith? What is the content of faith? 

5. What are some things we often refer as “faith” but which really aren’t? 

6. What denominations in your town teach the same faith and same gospel as your 

church? Which do not? What are the differences? 

7. Do you know of any Churches of Christ that have split over matters of faith or 

of gospel (in their New Testament senses)? 

8. What’s the difference between how Paul and James use “works” in their 

letters? 

9. Do Paul and James contradict each other on the necessity of works? 

10. In Ephesians 2:8-10, give examples of each kind of “works” that Paul refers 

to. 

11. What works are absolutely essential for a Christian to go to heaven? Which 

are not? How do we decide between one and the other? 


