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Can a person be saved by being baptized and joining the church?  Does this assure him of heaven?  And can his sins be forgiven by partaking of the elements in the communion service?  

In 2 Timothy 3:5 Paul wrote of those having a form of godliness, but denying the power thereof.  Then he added, from such turn away.  We might conclude from what Paul has said here that form in ones faith is unimportant.  It is power that is of value.  But this is not the meaning at all.  Form is not being excluded here.  The problem the Apostle is dealing with is that of form taking the place of power.  This can be a definite hindrance to the cause of Jesus Christ.

Man is a body, but he is also a soul.  He is a spiritual being.  In his relationship to God, both the body and the soul must be considered.  God’s relationship to man is made possible through the Holy Spirit who creates a spiritual relationship.  In order to reach the soul of man, God often works through the physical or the material.  Especially is this seen in the Old Testament where the Jewish faith is portrayed as both material and spiritual.  

In order to convey the truth of the spiritual, God often works through the material.  For example, the truth of the atonement was revealed to the Jews by means of a lamb that was slain daily, morning and evening.  Further, the truth of a substitutionary sacrifice was evidenced in the goat over which the sins of the people were to be confessed.  Following this, the goat was then driven into the wilderness.

But later, both of these profound truths were personalized in Jesus Christ.  In the New Testament, God established two ordinances – baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  Both of these are commanded in the Scriptures for believers and are essential as a means of grace.

These are not ends in themselves, however, but means to an end.  Christians should not worship baptism or the Lord’s Supper.  There is a danger in both baptism and the Lord’s Supper that one might participate in either with the feeling that there is life in the ordinances. It is meaningless to trust in baptism to save.  In the same manner, it is erroneous to feel that by the act of partaking of the bread and juice of the grape one is earning his salvation or maturing in the faith.  To trust in the ordinances alone for spiritual value, is to have a form of godliness while denying the power thereof.

Christ condemned the Pharisees for relying on form while denying the power.  They were known for their long prayers, their giving of alms to the poor on street corners, and their strict adherence to tithing as well as fasting.  But to them, all of this was merely form; there was no power.

On the other hand, they were unjust and unkind in their judgments, giving no evidence of God’s love.  They lied and were known to cheat.  They responded to every evil of their wicked hearts and felt that by their ritualistic form, their sins could be blotted out.

The Pharisees were scrupulous about ceremony but neglectful of their relationship to God and man.  If, while drinking a glass of wine, a gnat were to fall in and they swallowed it inadvertently, they would considered themselves defiled because their law did not allow them to eat a creature from which the blood had not been withdrawn.

The Lord Jesus said of the Pharisees, they are blind guides, which strain at a gnat, and swallow a camel.  They were extremely religious but hopelessly inconsistent.  In most cases, their religion was form, completely devoid of power.

The power spoken about in 2 Timothy 3:5 has to do with holiness.  Without this, we are told in Hebrews 12:14 no man shall see the Lord.  Paul informs us that God hath not called us unto uncleanness, but unto holiness (1 Thessalonians 4:7).  Outward ceremonies are never a satisfactory substitute for spirit-produced holiness.  One might go to church ten times a week and read his Bible eight hours a day.  But unless he lives a holy life in fellowship with the Lord and glorifies Jesus Christ in his relationships to others, the outward ceremonies are meaningless.

A religion composed primarily of ceremony can be very appealing because it does not necessarily demand the giving up of sin.  As long as one can cheat in business, use profanity, commit adultery, drink, and perform dozens of other evils, he doesn’t mind going through a few ceremonies now and then to ease his conscience.  

One reason why the Gospel of the grace of God is so disliked and despised by some is that it demands repentance and change of life.  But as far as outward ceremonies are concerned, there need be no change of life.  Some boast of joining the church and being baptized.  If this is all they did, they missed the central truths of the Scriptures completely.  It is not the church or water that cleanseth from sin, it is the shed blood of Jesus Christ who died on the cross.  Baptism by water is meaningless if one has not first of all been baptized by the Holy Spirit, by believing Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord.  We are not baptized to have our sins washed away.  We are baptized to signify that our sins have already been washed away through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross.

The Bible teaches that we are to believe in Christ and be saved, and then, be baptized as a witness and testimony to those around us that we have had a real heart experience with the Son of God. 

Partaking of the Lord’s Supper without confessing all known sin to God is not only meaningless but it may even result in judgment upon us.  Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 11:27 Wherefore whosoever shall eat this bread, and drink this cup of the Lord, unworthily, shall be guilty of the body and blood of the Lord.  In verse 28 we are reminded that we must come to the Lord’s Table with prepared hearts.  Let a man examine himself, and so let him eat of that bread, and drink of that cup.

Verses 29 and 30 reveal the danger of partaking of the Lord’s Supper without essential preparation.  For he that eateth and drinketh unworthily, eateth and drinketh condemnation to himself, not discerning the Lord’s body.  For this cause many are weak and sickly among you, and many sleep (that is, many die).  The Apostle is warning us of the consequences of having the form without power.

Don’t get me wrong.  Form is necessary.  Christ instituted the Lord’s Supper as a means of grace for His people.  It is a time of confession before God to purify our hearts and minds as we consider the tremendous sacrifice made by Christ our Lord in the shedding of his blood for our sins.  It is also a reminder of our wonderful hope that Christ is coming back again.  But merely going through the motions without obeying the truth of God is a regretful waste.

Let us give utmost respect to the forms that God has established for the spiritual growth of His people.   But let’s not get lost in the forms while neglecting the power.

Maybe you are one who has been trusting in forms.  You go to church, you read your Bible, you partake of the Lord’s Supper, you have been baptized.  The real question is, do you know the Lord Jesus Christ?  Have you received Him into your life, and has your life been transformed?

After one is truly saved, He should be baptized.  He should be faithful in Bible reading, prayer, and church attendance.  But put first things first.  Keep the power before the form.

If you have never definitely received Christ into your life, do it right now.  Bow your head and ask Him to come into your life and he will.
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