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A BIBLICALLY SUFFICIENT DOCTRINE OF CONVERSION:
WHAT MUST I DO TO BE SAVED?
Introduction
What must I do to be saved?  This question has not stopped with the Philippian jailor, but is continually being asked by many who are convicted by hearing the gospel.  While on a missions trip to South Dakota, Tom had a small group of teenagers approach him with questions concerning salvation after they heard the gospel preached.  Tom led them through the plan of salvation and they were receptive to repent of their sin and believe in Jesus Christ as Savior to be saved.  But when Tom explained 2 Cor 5:15 (“and he died for all, that those who live might no longer live for themselves but for him who for their sake died and was raised”), the teenagers instantly backtracked and admitted that the verse meant that they couldn’t go on living the lifestyles that they were enjoying.  They admitted that if that verse be true, they were not interested in salvation.  Is willingness to live for Christ an accurate requirement for conversion?  
What about those who have made a profession of faith in Christ, but their lives have never produced consistent fruit or have never been consistent in church?  How can we be confident of those who claim they are saved but they cannot articulate the gospel?  What constitutes a true conversion of salvation?  What kind of faith and repentance is God looking for from sinners that He would instantly change their spiritual identity and eternity?  
Answering these questions will not only reveal what you believe about salvation, but also what you ultimately believe about God, Jesus Christ, sin, humanity, and other key doctrines that are crucial to understanding Scripture and salvation.  What is God’s activity in salvation and what must man do to be saved?  Are churches and people getting the gospel message right?
How do others view salvation?  As in any other doctrine, there are countless beliefs when it comes to being converted into with God.  The next paragraphs will look at the view of conversion from the Arminian and Dispensational perspectives in evangelicalism.  
Two Opposing Views of Conversion

Arminian theology understands the choice of salvation to be determined by the human rather than God.  Proponents of this view would see God as having a “hands off” approach so that He would not be at fault for anyone’s lack of salvation.  They would explain conversion as a response to the prevenient grace that God has given them.  “The human responses of repentance and faith are made possible by universal prevenient grace, which proponents claim frees sinners spiritually to respond to the Gospel.”
  
Therefore, God has equally given all humanity a measure of prevenient grace by the Spirit that neutralizes their will to seek after God, repent of their sin, and believe in the Gospel of Christ.  To an Arminian, it is not a sinner’s rebellious nature that hinders them from the believing the Gospel.  The case would be either the sinner does not yet understand the gospel to see that is clearly the better option or that the sinner simply doesn’t want to come to Christ as a choice of lifestyle.  Either way, it is not because they are blinded from the light of the gospel (2 Cor 4:4).
Because salvation is purely the human response to the Gospel, the Arminian must also believe that a Christian keeps his salvation by his own effort as well.  “This grace will shepherd one to repentance, regeneration, entire sanctification, and final perseverance if not resisted somewhere along the way.”
  Therefore, salvation is only secured in the person’s effort to continue submitting to Jesus Christ so that they are not in danger of losing their salvation.  Because of God’s grace, man is able to choose, keep, and finalize his salvation by faith.  
Dispensationalists teach that a sinner simply believe for salvation.  Belief would be necessary because Jesus Christ is the only way of salvation.  “The basis of salvation is always the death of Christ, the means of salvation is always faith, and the object of salvation is always God.”
  Repentance is not a necessary element of salvation for dispensationalists.
Dispensationalists hold that anything “additional” to belief is unnecessary and dangerous of minimizing the grace of God.  For instance, should a believer literally confess Christ publicly for salvation (Rom 10:9)?  
“The condition of publicly confessing Christ for salvation is sometimes added to faith on the basis of Romans 10:9.  This passage, however, is not establishing an additional condition for salvation.  Rather, to confess Jesus as Lord means to acknowledge His deity.”
  
Therefore, confessing with one’s mouth that Jesus is Lord is belief that Jesus is God and not merely a man or myth.
Dispensationalists also teach that the lordship aspect of salvation is an addition to the pure gospel.   Can a sinner become a believer without giving their life to Christ, or is it a simple belief in the gospel to be saved?  “This lordship teaching fails to distinguish salvation from discipleship and makes requirements for discipleship prerequisites for salvation.”

Therefore, dispensationalists do not see it necessary to follow, serve, or obey Jesus Christ

for salvation.  The only biblical requirements of salvation are a simple belief in the gospel of Jesus Christ.  Lordship follows salvation but would not be required.
Are the perspectives of a salvific conversion for the Arminian and Dispensationalist biblical?  Is a true conversion to the salvation by the gospel purely up to man now that God has given him the grace to do so?  Is salvation a simple belief in the gospel without making Jesus Christ Lord of the life in question?  Before determining the biblical requirement of man’s response for genuine conversion, an overview of the doctrines surrounding salvation must be understood properly!  What is God’s activity before, during, and in the life of the convert?  This must first be understood to define biblical conversion.
Biblical Overview of Soteriological Doctrines
What is the purpose of God in salvation?  God did not create humanity because He was lonely nor because He needed any object on which to pour out His love.  God purposed to create the cosmos for the glory of His Son, Jesus Christ (Col 1:16, John 17:24).  “The glory of the Father, the will of the Father, and the desire of the Father is the exaltation and magnification of the Son.  The Father’s interest and focus is on His Son.”
  Although God did create for Christ’s exaltation, He began human lordship through Adam.  When God created man in His image, He said that they were to have dominion over the earth (Gen 1:26).  God created Adam as His human representative, king, head, and lord over all on the earth.  
Adam does not exercise this dominion but rebels against God’s commands by submitting to the serpent and his woman both of whom he was to be lord over (Gen 1:26, 1 Tim 2:13, 1 Pet 3:6).  Man, woman, serpent, and creation are then cursed by God and naturally become sinful and rebellious toward their Creator.  All of humanity would then share in the sin nature just as its lord, Adam (Rom 5:12).  God’s purpose did not fail because all along His goal was to place the cosmos under the Lordship of Christ.  Salvation is the transferring of human lordship from Adam to the Lord, Jesus Christ.  The true motivation for salvation is to be united with Christ (Phil 3:8).  “Paul expresses the purpose of his conversion with the clause ‘in order that I may gain Christ.’”

What makes salvation possible?  In salvation, God is not only forgiving sinners, but He is uniting them to Christ.  Paul assures, “your life is hidden with Christ in God” (Col 3:3).  Just as everything that was true of Adam became the condition for all men, also what is true of Christ becomes the condition for all believers: Christ’s life, death, resurrection, satisfaction, sonship, circumcision, etc.  Paul states that he has not only gained Christ, but he is also found in Christ (Phil 3:8-9).  “Union with Christ is the most pivotal doctrine within soteriology.”
  Without the sinner being fully united with Christ, there is no salvation.  

What is God’s purpose of the cross in salvation?  There are many conflicting views of the cross including that Jesus ultimately died as an example to live a sacrificial life, as a ransom to Satan, etc.  Jesus ultimately came to be sacrificed as a substitute for the penalty of man’s sin in order to satisfy God’s wrath (1 John 2:2).  This is called the Penal-Substitutionary view of the atonement.  Belief in Christ’s death and resurrection is necessary for salvation (Rom 10:9, 10).  “Genuine faith involves confession of Jesus as Lord and belief that God raised him from the dead.  Such belief and confession are necessary to be saved.”

Since Christ has died, who will be called?  God is calling all men to be saved through the preaching of the repentance and belief in Christ (Luke 14:12-24).  Since everyone shares the evil nature of Satan from sin, they all reject the light of Christ because sinners naturally love their own sin (John 8:44, 3:19).  The general call has invited all humanity through preaching to be united to Christ, but all have rejected.  All of man naturally desires to stand before God and represent himself than have Jesus Christ be their Representative.  This is from their evil nature.  

If everyone rejects the general call, then who can be saved?  The effectual call of the Spirit must come with the exact same power that Jesus called Lazarus from the dead (John 11:43).   It is a call that will eventually take effect because the Father has already given these to Christ (John 6:37).  This is not the picture of God pushing some over into hell and pulling some over into heaven, but everyone is damned and God calls some out of rebellion to be in Christ.  “[Paul] indicates that calling is an act of God (Rom 8:30).”
  God’s call will be accomplished!
When the effectual call invites a sinner to believe, they will respond and be raised to new life through the same power that God raised Christ from the dead (Eph 1:18-21).  This is called conversion.  Biblical conversion involves two aspects: belief and repentance.  Yet they can be looked at as one in the same because belief will always lead to repentance and vice versa.  Belief is not simply knowledge of doctrine just as repentance is not simply knowledge of sinfulness.  Belief and repentance is the sinner recognizing his helplessness and Christ’s sufficient work.
When a believer is effectually called to Christ, is there a change of life?  Theologically the believer is given new birth.  Jesus says that those who have not been born again will not even see the kingdom of God (John 3:3).  Regeneration is the doctrine of new birth.   God is giving believers new birth through the washing of water, giving of the Spirit, and a new heart (Eze 36:25-27, Titus 3:5).  The focus of regeneration is the gift of the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit sovereignly points the Christian to continually repent of sin and believe in Christ (John 14-16)!
Adoption is another doctrine surrounding salvation.  By being united with Christ, all believers are sons of God (Gal 4:4-7).  Paul is helping his readers to understand that by being united to Christ, they not only have a relationship with the Father, but they also have an inheritance as a son.  “We will inherit the new earth and God Himself!”
  Paul is seeing salvation as analogous to the Jewish family system in the Old Testament.  
Believers are also justified in Christ by salvation.  God seems to have contradicted His own Word in Proverbs 17:15 (“He who justifies the wicked and he who condemns the righteous are both alike an abomination to the Lord”) by justifying sinners and condemning Christ on the cross.  Actually, the opposite is true.  By His resurrection, “God is declaring that Jesus is in the right.”
  Sinners who believe in Christ are united with Him, and are therefore found to be justified (Heb 5:9).  Therefore, justification is not only forgiveness but also making righteous!
Not only are believers justified, but they also persevere in the faith because they are sanctified.  Paul teaches the Ephesian church that they are chosen to be holy before God as they are in Christ (Eph 1:3-4).  “After the miraculous work of salvation, God continues the transforming process to make the believer into the image of Christ.  Sanctification is this process of being set apart from sin toward being holy.”
  Paul reminds the church at Colossia that God has transferred the church to the kingdom of His Son (Col 1:13).  Believers are then encouraged to live according to their sanctified status more and more as they are already doing (1 Thess 4:1).  Therefore, the lifestyle of believers will become more holy because they have already been sanctified for holiness.  The Spirit sovereignly and continually conforms them into the image of Christ through faith (Rom 8:29).  God’s goal for the Christian is to grow and become like Christ!
The believer will naturally persevere in the faith because he has been sanctified.  There are two sides to the perseverance coin.  On one side a genuine believer is eternally secure for salvation (Rom 8:30).  On the flip side, a genuine believer must continue to work out his salvation in order to be finally saved in the judgment (Col 1:23, 2 Tim 2:12).  Because a believer is sanctified by the Spirit to Christ, he is eternally secure and he will persevere in the faith.  The object of perseverance is not mere morality, but good works out of serving Christ!
A Biblical View of Conversion
What must a person do to be saved?  The doctrine of conversion must be understood by looking at the overview of the doctrines within soteriology.  There are strong common denominators when looking at the biblical text concerning the doctrines surrounding salvation.  First, man is helplessly lost in his sin and God is the one initiating salvation.  This clear teaching from Scripture disproves the man-centered Arminian theology.  
Before the beginning of the creation, God’s purpose was that everything would be under the feet of one Head, Jesus Christ (Eph 1:22).  “Christ is both the head over creation and the agent of creation.  His creative activity includes not only the physical cosmos but all orders of spiritual beings, things both visible and invisible.  God has exalted him by elevating him to the status of Lord over all creation.”
  In fact, the Father has declared that the exaltation of His Son is what brings Him the most glory (Phil 2:11).  Salvation then is the sovereign act of God as He predestines, calls, justifies, and glorifies sinners for the eternal glory of Christ in His kingdom (Rom 8:30).   God is bringing helpless and sinful man out of the muck of evil into repentance.
Secondly, salvation is always focused and centered on the Person, Jesus Christ.  It is undoubtedly clear that salvation is transferring lordship by repentance and belief.  Paul tells the Romans that a person is justified by confessing in Christ’s lordship and saved by believing in His death and resurrection (Rom 10:9-10).  Lordship is not an additional element to salvation but it is the full understanding of repentance and belief.  In Paul’s day, confessing Christ as Lord could result in death.  Therefore, those who truly have repented and believed would have no problem putting their life on the line and confessing Christ’s lordship.  Salvation is saying, “I desire Christ’s life over my own.”  God accomplishes this by enlightening our minds to His gospel (2 Cor 4:4).  “God rescues us from a condition in which our minds are darkened so that we do not know the truth, and he brings us to know the truth as it is found in Christ.”

The biblical view of conversion is that God is working in the life of a sinner through the preaching of the gospel to understand that he is in rebellion and separated from God.  The Spirit points the sinner to faith in the death and resurrection of Christ and sovereignly gives the sinner the desire to serve Christ rather than evil.  The Spirit then directs the sinner to turn away (repent) from his sinful way of living and turn toward righteousness in Christ.  Although the sinner’s identity has been eternally changed into union with Christ and his citizenship has been transferred into the kingdom of Christ, conversion is the first step of a continual salvation from sin in continuous repentance of sin and belief in Christ as a saint.  In view of this, Jesus Christ must also be trusted in as the deserving Lord rather than only the sacrificed Savior.  
In view of biblical conversion, what is biblical evangelism?  Biblical evangelism is pointing a sinner to the Person of Christ.  Therefore, believers must be sharing the powerful gospel to unbelievers so that they can repent from sin and turn to Christ by faith in Him.  The sinner must also be called to the full meaning of repentance and belief which is following Jesus as Lord.  The motivation for sinners to be saved is not to escape hell, but to know and serve Christ for whom they were called out of bondage (Col 1:16, Phil 3:8-11).  

In view of biblical conversion, what is biblical assurance?  The Scriptures never treat assurance as looking back as the original point of conversion to determine the sincerity of decision.  Rather, one must determine who they are currently believing in for salvation.  If they cannot articulate an accurate view of gospel, then who are they believing in for salvation?  Because there are many unbelievers who can articulate the gospel, the person’s fruit must also be an evidence.  Is there growing fruit in the areas of faith, love, and obedience?  Genuine believers understand the gospel and grow in fruit because of the Spirit conforming them in Christ.
Opposing Objections
An opposing objection to this view of biblical view of conversion would be that many passages in Scripture simply teach belief and repentance.  Is a lordship-style conversion that is Christ-centered actually adding to the gospel?  Weren’t the apostles basically preaching that sinners should repent for being a sinner and believe in Jesus Christ as their Savior to be saved and forgiven of their sins?  

Another opposing view of a lordship-salvation soteriology would say that lordship could not possibly be a requirement for salvation because you have carnal Christians present in the church at Corinth and they obviously have not yet made Jesus Christ the Lord of their life but merely Savior for salvation.  If there are carnal Christians who are completely living from their flesh, how could they be saved if a Christ-centered decision is a requirement for salvation?  

Reply to Objections
To the first objection, the answer lies within the correct interpretation of repentance and belief.  “[Repentance] means to ‘turn in an opposite direction’, to turn penitently from sin to God.”
  God is not only working in the sinner to change his heart, but also to change his mind and life.  The Scriptures doesn’t qualify repentance because it is a complete change of the entire person.  Because salvation is found is ultimately about Christ, the sinner is turning from sin and specifically to Christ.  Understanding salvation to be about repentance only supports a Christ-centered view of conversion.  The Spirit is working in sinners turn them toward a Christ-like lifestyle.
A biblical understanding of belief is also necessary to clear up this argument.  Belief and works simply do not have a sharp contrast.  James says that a person is not only justified by faith, but he qualifies that the type of faith to mean it is a faith that works (Jas 2:24).  Faith and works cannot be separated but faith will always result in works and Christ-like works always come from faith.  Therefore, the type of faith that God is requiring us to have is one that has a change of lifestyle.  

What can be said of a “Christian” who stops believing, who stops obeying, who disconnects themselves from the church, and who no longer truly believes in Christ?  That “Christian” never had a justifying, sanctifying, or persevering kind of faith.  There is no such thing as atheists who were once Christians and will be saved in the end.  There is no such thing as Christians who simply don’t love the church but they love Christ.  John says that person never truly was a Christian because if they were, they would have loved the brothers, believed in Christ, and remained in the church (1 Jn 2:19).  God is calling sinners to a lifestyle of Christ-centered salvation, recognizing His lordship.  Sinners do not work for their salvation, but an evidence of a true conversion is one that understands the glory of Christ and desires to serve Him rather than self.  Therefore, Christ-centered salvation focused on Him being Lord is not an addition to the gospel, but it is the full meaning of repentance and belief in the gospel.
To the second objection, Paul seems to say that there is a “carnal” classification of Christians who don’t live for Christ but live for the flesh (1 Cor 3:1-3).  “If surrendering one’s life to Christ as Lord is necessary for salvation, then there could be no carnal Christians, yet Paul makes it clear that the Corinthians whom he speaks of as being “in Christ” were indeed carnal (1 Cor 3:1).”

Is Paul indeed calling the Christians at Corinth carnal in that they have believed and repented in view of Christ but they have not yet surrendered their lives?  Paul has called the Corinthians “people of the flesh” (1 Cor 3:1).  He is saying that Christians can commit carnal sins, but he is not separating some into a carnal or fleshly category.  D. A. Carson explains, 

“Others try to find a shift in meaning in pneumatikos (spiritual) from chapter 2 to chapter 3, or base a massive tripartite division of humankind (natural/carnal [KJV]/spiritual) on these verses. But apart from the fact that the same division cannot be found clearly drawn out elsewhere in Paul, such a reading flies in the face of one of the principle emphasis in Pauline ethics, namely, the appeal ‘to be what you are.’”


Therefore, Paul is not saying that the Corinthians are simply carnal Christians and they may remain carnal until the day they die.  Paul doesn’t have this type theology in any of his epistles.  In fact, in 2 Corinthians Paul states that the church heeded his admonishment and experienced true repentance (2 Cor 7:8-11).  Paul is not saying that Christians are able to remain carnal for life because that would belittle the regenerating work and sanctifying power of the sovereign Spirit to make men holy.  Paul is clear in other letters that believers will grow in their faith as a continual evidence of salvation (Phil 1:6, 2:13, Gal 5:22-23).  

The more difficult area to deal with in this passage is that of rewards and the judgment (1 Cor 3:10-15).  Could it be that Paul is saying that Christians can go through the judgment with no fruit to show from their lives?  This would certainly undermine a Spirit-empowered salvation.  
Just as in the parables of Jesus, each element of the parable is not meant to be allegorized with real life.  “The key to interpreting the parables is to remember that they are not extended allegories but that they tend to teach a single basic point.  We should therefore focus our attention on the basic analogy in the picture part and its corresponding point in the reality part.”
  
Paul’s picture of the judgment seems to be incongruous with his pointed preaching elsewhere on sanctification and spiritual growth.  Therefore, it would be more biblically faithful to doctrinally side with his clear teaching than pick apart a picture he is painting.  The point of Paul’s picture of judgment is to say to encourage believers to do good works for the glory of Christ since all other works will be burned up like wood, hay, and straw in a furnace.  

With this in mind, Paul is not teaching that there are Christians who may remain carnal till death, never surrender their lives to Christ, and may even live an atheistic lifestyle.  In this passage, Paul is rebuking the church at Corinth for their carnality and encouraging them to live according to the Spirit whom they have been given.  
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