
  [image: 9780830873289.jpg]


  
    



    BECOMING

    A CHRISTIAN


    


    UPDATED EDITION


    



    JOHN STOTT

  


  
    THE BASIC PROBLEM


    



    One of the greatest problems for the Christian faith is ignorance. This is obvious for those living in parts of the world where there is little exposure to or influence by Christians. But it is also true for those living in parts of the world where Christianity has had a strong heritage but is now on the decline. Despite such a tradition, people do not know or understand the basic beliefs and practices of Christianity. While some people reject Christianity without clearly understanding it, others are attracted to Jesus and probably would become Christians if they knew how. This booklet explains in simple terms how to become a Christian.


    Christianity claims to be God’s solution to the greatest problem humans face. But it’s impossible to understand or accept the solution without being clear about the problem. So let’s first examine the problem.


    The Bible says, “This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light; in him there is no darkness at all. ‎If we claim to have fellowship with him and yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live out the truth” (1 John 1:5-6). Based on this Scripture, our basic problem can be summarized in three statements.


    First, we “walk in darkness.” In other words, all people are sinners. Though we don’t often think in terms of sin, we can’t close our eyes to an obvious fact. The Bible teaches and our experience confirms that the darkness of selfishness and sin overshadow our lives.


    Second, “God is light.” Unlike us, “there is no darkness at all” in him. God is pure and spotless.


    Third, just as light and darkness can’t live together, neither can God and sin. Speaking about God, the ancient prophet Habakkuk says, “Your eyes are too pure to look on evil; you cannot tolerate wrongdoing” (Habakkuk 1:13). The Bible also says that God “lives in unapproachable light” (1 Timothy 6:16). This is the logical conclusion: we cannot “have fellowship with him” until the darkness—sin—has been removed from us.


    The problem should now be clear to us. How can we who live in darkness be reconciled to a holy God, who lives in light? More directly, how can my sins be forgiven and removed so I can have fellowship with God?

  


  
    THE CHRISTIAN ANSWER


    



    Let’s allow the Bible to answer our question in its own words. “Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance: Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners” (1 Timothy 1:15). Jesus came into the world to solve humanity’s basic problem. He came to be our Savior, which he accomplished by dying on the cross. He came to earth not to live but to die. He lived in the shadow of the cross from the beginning. He knew perfectly well that death awaited him in Jerusalem. In fact, he clearly predicted it.


    On the night he was betrayed by one of his followers, when he gave his disciples bread and poured out wine, he not only predicted his death but explained its purpose. Speaking of the wine, he said, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:28).


    Someone might ask, “What is the connection between his death and our forgiveness?” The real meaning of Jesus’ death on the cross is not so much about his physical and mental pain and suffering, but in the spiritual anguish he endured. From noon to three the land became dark. This was a symbol of the darkness of our sin that surrounded Jesus while he hung on the cross. To fully understand what was happening, we need some background information.


    Regarding what Jesus experienced on the cross, the ancient prophet Isaiah, who lived hundreds of years before Jesus, said,


    
      We all, like sheep, have gone astray,


      each of us has turned to our own way;


      and the LORD has laid on him


      the iniquity [sin] of us all. (Isaiah 53:6)

    


    And the apostle Paul explains, “God made him who had no sin to be sin” (2 Corinthians 5:21). Isaiah further explains,


    
      He was pierced for our rebellion,


      crushed for our sins.


      He was beaten so we could be whole.


      He was whipped so we could be healed. (Isaiah 53:5 NLT)

    


    Jesus not only carried our sins but experienced their penalty as well. This penalty is death—separation from God (Romans 6:23). God, who is light, cannot be in fellowship with darkness—even when his dear Son was enveloped in it for us. So, because he was unable to be in the presence of or even look at evil, God turned away his face from his Son, and Jesus cried out in desolate abandonment, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mark 15:34).


    Then, after Jesus carried our sins “in his body on the cross” (1 Peter 2:24), he cried out again, this time not in despair but in triumph, “It is finished!” (John 19:30). The work of salvation was accomplished.


    Then, as if to confirm the truth of the words Jesus had spoken, God gave his dramatic reply. “The curtain of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom” (Mark 15:38). The thick veil in the temple in Jerusalem, which for centuries had stood as a symbol of the barrier sin had erected between the sinner and God, was ripped apart. Then God’s righteousness was perfectly satisfied; Christ had fully borne the penalty for the sins of the whole world and so had opened the gate of heaven to all believers.


    Furthermore, Jesus’ resurrection from death and his return to the Father is final and decisive proof that his sacrifice had been effective for the removal of sin and that God’s righteousness had been fully satisfied. Jesus is depicted as sitting at the Father’s right hand because he is now resting after perfectly completing the work of salvation he had been given to do.


    Sin is the basic problem humans face. And Christianity is a “message of reconciliation” (2 Corinthians 5:19). It is the “gospel,” that is, good news of what God has done in Christ to deliver us from our sins.

  


  
    WHAT MUST I DO?


    



    Some people think that forgiveness of sins is automatically given to everyone through Christ’s death. However, God’s solution to the problem of sin is not automatic and impersonal. God does not force salvation on those who do not want it. He respects his own gift of free will to humans. He offers us salvation; however, he does not force anyone to accept it.


    The Bible is clear that we can’t earn salvation. We must receive it as a gift from God. How? By taking three simple steps.


    
      	
        I must admit that in God’s sight I am a helpless sinner. Romans 3:23 says, “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” All men and women are sinners indiscriminately. That is to say, though there may be some distinction between us in the degree we have sinned; there is no difference in the fact. This statement includes me. In thought, word and deed I have continually disobeyed God’s commandments and fallen short of what I should have been. Consequently, I have been banished from God’s presence as Isaiah 59:1-2 makes clear:

        
          Your iniquities have separated


          you from your God;


          your sins have hidden his face from you.

        


        Furthermore, I am helpless to fix the problem. No amount of good works can win God’s favor. In utter humility, I must admit that I am a helpless sinner. I need a Savior to make me right with God.

      


      	I must believe that Jesus Christ died on the cross to be the Savior I need. The Son of God “loved me and gave himself for me” (Galatians 2:20). He carried my sins in his own body. He was made sin for me. More than that, he voluntarily endured the penalty I deserved because of my sins. He was pierced for my rebellion; he was crushed for my sins. First Peter 3:18 says that in order to bring me back to God, Christ, the innocent One, suffered for the sins that I, the guilty one, had committed.


      	I must come to Christ through prayer and claim my personal share in what he did for everyone. He died to be the Savior of the world; I must ask him to be my Savior. He bore the sins of all people; I must ask him to take my sins away. He suffered to bring everyone back to God. I must ask him to bring me.

    


    What I must do is explained by Christ in Revelation 3:20: “Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in.” The house is a picture of my life. Christ stands outside the front door. He will not force his way in. He does not use a battering ram. He waits patiently until I open the door. Then he will come in. When he enters, he will become the Savior I acknowledge I need, and I will find myself reconciled to God, enjoying that fellowship with him I was created for.

  


  
    SOME SOBERING THOUGHTS


    



    Before taking this step, we would be wise to consider its implications. Jesus constantly discouraged people from following him if they were doing so for the wrong reasons. We too must carefully consider our reasons for accepting him. There are rich rewards in following Christ, but there is a price to be paid. What demand does Christ make on me if I accept his offer?


    
      	I must repent of my sin. Jesus said, “Repent and believe the good news!” (Mark 1:15). When a person receives Christ, he or she must also repent. This doesn’t mean being sorry for the past; I must repent. That is, I must turn my back on every­thing in my past life I know to be wrong, and I must be willing to let Christ cast it out of my life forever. I can’t do this by myself. And if my repentance is genuine, it will include making restitution by repaying stolen money or property or time, by making some needed apology, by contradicting lies about others I have spread, and so on.


      	I must surrender to Christ. He wants to be my Lord as well as my Savior. He wants to take possession of all my life and rule in it so that from today on, his Word guides me in everything. I will consult him before making any decisions, pray constantly about my career, and do my best to discover and obey his will in little things and big. I will never forget what he said about denying myself and following him (Mark 8:34).


      	I must confess Jesus Christ as my Savior and Lord before others. I realize that I cannot be a secret disciple. I will tell others that Jesus is my Lord, and if my faith is challenged, I will own up to the fact that I am a follower of Christ. I will not be ashamed to show by my life that I am a Christian. I am aware that I may lose some of my old friends, and some will sneer at me, but Christ told me not to be ashamed of him (Matthew 10:32-33; Mark 8:38). I will count it a privilege to suffer for his sake (Acts 5:41).

    

  


  
    A PRAYER


    



    We have seen what it means and what it costs to be a Christian. The issues are clear. If Christ makes demands, he also gives rewards. Nothing in this world can compare with the deep and inward satisfaction of knowing him (Philippians 3:8). Even if we were the losers by coming to Christ, his dying love is such that we cannot turn away.


    If you clearly understand what Christ has done for us on the cross and you have considered carefully the demands he makes, nothing is stopping you from becoming a Christian. Go somewhere where you can be quiet and alone, without fear of interruption, and pray a prayer of faith such as this:


    “Lord Jesus Christ, I humbly admit that I have sinned in my thinking and speaking and acting. I am guilty of deliberate wrongdoing. I know my sins have separated me from your holy presence, and that I am helpless to commend myself to you.


    “I believe that you died on the cross for my sins, carrying them in your own body and suffering in my place.


    “I have thoughtfully counted the cost of following you. I sincerely repent and turn away from my past sins. I am willing to surrender to you as my Lord and Master. Help me to not be ashamed of you.


    “So now I come to you. I believe that for a long time you have been patiently standing outside the door knocking. I now open the door. Please come in, Jesus, and be my Savior and Lord for ever. Amen.”

  


  
    SOME FINAL SUGGESTIONS


    



    The following are some words of advice for those who have sincerely said this prayer and received the Lord Jesus Christ.


    
      	Tell somebody today what you have done.


      	Don’t doubt that the Lord Jesus has come into your life. Don’t worry if you do not feel any different. His sure promise, not your feelings, is the ground of your faith. Read Revelation 3:20 and John 6:37. He has promised to come into your life if you receive him and to receive you if you come to him. Believe his word. He will be true to it.


      	Join a Christian group (church, Bible study, etc.). God does not intend us to live the Christian life alone. Sunday worship is a Christian duty.


      	Maintain and develop your new friendship with Christ by disciplining yourself to have a daily time, morning and evening, of quiet Bible reading and prayer. You will find this indispensable.


      	Start praying for someone else to introduce to Christ. You cannot enjoy a monopoly of the gospel!
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