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Introduction 

 

I came to faith in Christ while a senior in college at a State university in 

California through the ministry of Campus Crusade for Christ. After two years of 

involvement as a student in campus evangelism, I joined staff. For four years I 

served as a full-time campus minister whose primary job was to evangelize 

students.  

During my seven years at Dallas Seminary I was involved in a number of 

evangelistic ministries. I served with Campus Crusade at Southern Methodist 

University, was involved in the high school ministry at First Baptist Dallas, was a 

chaplain at Baylor Medical Center, and pastored an independent Bible church for 

three years. 

Though my formal major at Dallas was New Testament, informally I 

majored in evangelism. Nearly every paper I wrote in seminary touched on the 

gospel. My master‘s thesis (on perseverance) and doctoral dissertation (on 

repentance and salvation) both dealt directly with evangelism.  

After my seminary studies were complete, I continued to have a burden for 

clarity in evangelism. After teaching in two Bible colleges, I devoted myself full-

time to a ministry whose aim is to promote clarity in evangelism and discipleship. 

I say all this so that the reader will know this topic is not merely some 

passing interest for me. This topic has been my passion since the Fall of 1972 

when I was freed from the grips of a legalistic cult group and came to know the 

grace of God.  

This topic tends to generate a lot of heat since it is such an important one 

and since people are not in agreement on the answer. Unless we adopt a pluralistic 

attitude that it really doesn‘t matter what one believes about Jesus as long as you 

love Him, we must face this question honestly.  

My desire here is to share my burden, one influenced by many years of 

struggle and study on the topic. I hope it helps others think through this issue, 

regardless of whether or not they agree with my conclusions.  
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THREE POINTS OF CLARIFICATION 

 

 

The Issue Is What We Must Do,  

Not What God Must Do 

 

It is possible to speak about what God had to do for us to obtain eternal life. 

That is, however, a different question than asking what we must do to receive 

eternal life. In this paper I am discussing the latter question. 

Some will find fault with my position because I hold that one need not 

believe or even be aware of much of what God did to provide justification. 

However, I will attempt to show from Scripture that we are not required to believe 

everything the Bible says in order to have eternal life.  

 

The Issue Is the Minimum One Must Believe 

 

Many people would say that there are four key truths that must be believed 

before a person can be justified: 

 We are sinners who are separated from God. 

 Jesus Christ died on the cross. 

 His death was sufficient payment for all our sins, even future ones.  

 Jesus Christ rose bodily from the dead. 

 

Others would add additional elements like the deity of Christ, the virgin 

birth, the sinlessness of Christ, and fulfilled prophecy.   

Let me state my contention on this point in two ways. One can believe those 

four points and yet not believe in the core truth, which is justification by faith 
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alone in Jesus Christ alone. And, one can be ignorant of some of the above truths 

and yet believe in justification by faith alone in Jesus Christ alone. Thus if we are 

not extremely careful, we may not share the fundamental information. We may 

share some important information, while leaving out absolutely essential truth. 

Faith Is Merely Understanding and Accepting 

Elsewhere I have argued
1
 that Gordon Clark was correct. In his book Faith 

and Saving Faith, Clark made a strong case for the fact that faith is merely notitia 

(understanding) and assensus (acceptance). Once one understands and accepts 

some proposition, he believes it. Clark showed that the famous third element, 

fiducia (faith or truth), is a synonym for faith and hence is a tautology.  

So in this paper I will proceed with the assumption that commitment, turning 

from sins, good works, perseverance, baptism, and the like are not saving faith and 

are not conditions of eternal life. The sole condition of eternal life is to believe in 

Jesus Christ.  

This brings us to the question before us. What precisely must one believe 

about Jesus Christ in order to have eternal life? 

 

One Must Believe That Jesus Guarantees Eternal Life 

To All Who Simply Believe in Him 

 

A current trend in evangelical scholarship suggests that while there is only 

one way to be justified—by coming to Jesus, there are many ways to come to Him, 
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including faith, repentance, commitment, and baptism.
2
 Thus some people are born 

again simply by believing in Jesus. But others gain eternal life by commitment of 

life, and still other by turning from their sins or by baptism.  

I find this trend disturbing. Ultimately it denies the doctrine of justification 

by faith alone. People can be justified by baptism or commitment or turning from 

sins. The key is to ―come to Christ.‖  

That view also brings the issue of the analogy of faith into question. No 

longer can it be said that if one New Testament author says that the only condition 

of justification is faith in Christ then no other New Testament author can give a 

different condition. Now it is acceptable in evangelical circles to suggest that 

different NT authors present different conditions of justification, as long as the 

various conditions are ways for a person to come to Jesus Christ. 

The Gospel of John is the sole book in the Bible whose purpose is 

evangelistic (John 20:31). Thus it is reasonable to look there first to answer our 

question about precisely what one must believe about Jesus Christ to have eternal 

life. I have selected three representative passages. 

John 4:7-26. One of the most beautiful evangelistic encounters ever reported 

is Jesus leading the woman at the well to faith in Him. Unlike modern evangelism 

that is often a monologue, Jesus engages in dialogue. He speaks seven times and 

she responds seven times.  

                                                                                                                                                             
1
 Robert N. Wilkin, Confident in Christ, Chapter 1, ―Saving Faith in Focus.‖ 

2
 See, for example, James D. G. Dunn, Unity and Diversity in the New Testament, Chapter 2, ―Kerygma or 

Kerygmata?‖ pp. 11-32. Note especially this statement, ―In different situations the actual gospel was different, and 

could be as different at the situations themselves. These differences were often considerable and incompatible when 

transposed to other situations‖ (p. 32). Similarly, in a 1991 Chapel message at Dallas Seminary, Darrell Bock said, 

―Our problem may be that we are trying to have one gospel presentation that applies to everybody. In fact, there are 

many metaphors to describe what the gospel is: come, rest, receive, repent, turn, believe, trust, have faith. And in 

different situations in the gospels we get different approaches to the person depending on how they need to respond 

to the offer of the gospel.‖ In February of 1998 in a public discussion with me entitled, ―What Is the Gospel,‖ Bock 

repeated this point, saying that some come to Christ by repenting, some by simply believing, and some by a total 

commitment of life. Likewise, see Robert Stein ―Baptism and Becoming a Christian in the New Testament,‖ 

Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 2 (Spring 1998): 6-17. 
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The story shows clear progress in what she believes about Jesus. First she 

believes He is merely a typical Jewish man. Then she comes to believe He is 

greater than her forefather Jacob. Soon she perceives He is a prophet. Finally she 

comes to believe that He is the long awaited Messiah.  

In the context of John 4 we find very clearly what she had to believe: that 

Jesus is the source of everlasting life to all who simply believe in Him. Jesus said, 

―If you knew the gift of God, and who it is who says to you, ‗Give Me a drink,‘ 

you would have asked Him, and He would have given you living water…whoever 

drinks of the water that I shall give him will never thirst. But the water that I shall 

give him will become in him a fountain of water springing up into everlasting life‖ 

(4:10, 14).  

The water is not the life. The water is that which once drunk springs up into 

everlasting life. Thus the water is the message that Jesus is the Messiah (v 26, ―I 

who speak to you am He‖).  

Now it is possible to believe that Jesus is God‘s anointed one, and yet not 

believe He is the Messiah in the sense Jesus means that here. For here once a 

person believes that, they know they will never thirst again, that they are eternally 

secure.  

So in this passage the precise proposition that must be believed is this: Jesus 

guarantees everlasting life to all who believe in Him for it.  

John 6:47. After feeding 5,000 men plus many more women and children, 

Jesus evangelized the crowd by referring to Himself as ―the bread of life.‖ As in 

John 4, He took a physical necessity, in this case bread, and discussed a spiritual 

necessity, bread which imparts everlasting life. 

In verses 35-40 He stresses the promise of eternal life to all who simply 

believe in Him for it. He spoke of never thirsting after drinking the water of life (v 

35), of never hungering after eating the bread of life (v 35), about never being cast 
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out by Jesus (v 37), and about Him never losing even one person whom the Father 

gave Him (v 39). 

Then in verse 47 He summarized what He had said: ―He who believes in Me 

has everlasting life.‖ The same three elements found in John 4 appear here:         

1) Jesus, 2) everlasting life, and 3) believing. Or, using the order of the verse, the 

one who simply (1) believes in (2) Jesus has (3) everlasting life.  

The present tense here is powerful. Jesus doesn‘t promise that the one who 

believes in Him will get everlasting life in the future as long as he meets certain 

other conditions (like perseverance). No. He promises that the one who believes in 

Him has everlasting life right now. And since Jesus loses nothing (6:39), the one 

who has everlasting life is secure forever.  

John 11:25-27. The same three essential elements emerge in Jesus‘ 

encounter with Martha. As the resurrection, He promises to resurrect all who 

simply believe in Him: ―He who believes in Me, though He may die, He shall 

live.‖ Here we have all who simply believe in Jesus guaranteed that they will be 

part of the resurrection of the righteous. 

As the life, He promises that all who simply believe in Him will never die 

spiritually: ―He who lives and believes in Me shall never die.‖ 

Again we find that (1) Jesus guarantees (2) everlasting life to 3) all who 

simply believe in Him.  

This same truth is found in the epistles. According to Paul in Romans 3–4 

and Galatians 2–3, justification is by faith alone in Christ alone, apart from works. 

According to Peter in Acts 15:7-11, faith in Jesus Christ is the sole condition of 

eternal salvation.  

Repeatedly we find that the precise truth to be believed is that Jesus 

guarantees everlasting life to all who simply believe in Him.  
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Paul put it this way in 1 Tim 1:16, ―I obtained mercy…as a pattern to those 

who are going to believe on Him for everlasting life‖ (emphasis added). Note the 

same three elements: believe, Jesus, everlasting life.  

The object of faith is not the cross or the resurrection. Packer put it this way:  

 

―What the New Testament calls for is faith in (en) or upon (epi) 

Christ Himself—the placing of our trust in the living Saviour, who 

died for our sins. The object of saving faith is thus not, strictly 

speaking, the atonement, but the Lord Jesus Christ, who made 

atonement.‖
3
   

 

The cross and resurrection are the means by which Jesus can fulfill His promise of 

eternal life to all who simply believe in Him.  

So we err if we fail to make it clear that all who simply believe in Jesus have 

everlasting life.  

A person might believe in the deity of Christ and not believe that all who 

simply believe in Jesus have eternal life. Belief in the deity of Christ is not enough 

to result in a person gaining eternal life. 

Similarly, a person might even believe in substitutionary atonement and yet 

not believe that Jesus gives eternal life to all who simply believe in Him. If we 

share the cross and do not make it clear that simply by faith in Jesus we have 

everlasting life, then we have not shared the gospel clearly.  

As the Titanic was sinking, a British Pastor, John Harper was clinging to 

wreckage. He was on his way to America to preach a series of messages at Moody 

Church. Instead, he was preaching in icy waters. A man drifted near him and he 

said, ―Are you saved?‖ The man replied, ―No, but I‘d like to be.‖ Harper said, 

―Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and you shall be saved.‖ Then the waves 

                                                 
3
 J. I. Packer, Evangelism and the Sovereignty of God, p. 66. Note, however, that Packer doesn‘t believe that one can 

have faith in Jesus apart from a host of things including, faith in atonement, recognition of one‘s sinfulness, 
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temporarily parted them. When Harper drifted back to the man he asked again, 

―Are you saved yet?‖ ―No, but I‘d like to be‖ the man said a second time. Again 

came the simple reply, ―Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and you shall be saved.‖  

Harper drowned a few minutes later. That man was Harper‘s last convert. 

For as he meditated on the Scripture Harper had quoted, that man believed. He 

knew he was saved eternally simply by believing in the Lord Jesus Christ. That 

man was rescued that night by another ship in the area. He later told audiences in 

America that he was Harper‘s last convert.  

John Harper shared enough for someone to believe and be born again. Do 

we?   

OBJECTIONS TO THIS VIEW 

 

Johnôs Gospel Doesnôt Tell People in This Age 

What They Must Do to Have Eternal Life 

 

Many theologians point to progressive revelation and say that the content of 

saving faith changed after Jesus‘ death on the cross and His subsequent 

resurrection. In this view when God gave more revelation, the minimum content of 

saving faith expanded.  

But progressive revelation does not mean that the four Gospels are Old 

Testament books. While the Gospels all talk about the time immediately preceding 

the birth of the church, they are rightly part of the New Testament canon because 

they were all written after Pentecost to people in this age.  

                                                                                                                                                             
recognition of all that is sin, belief in Jesus‘ ascension and session at the right hand of God, etc. His point here is that 

Jesus Himself, not the cross per se, if to be the object of our faith. 
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Of course, it is not merely in John‘s Gospel that we find that the precise 

proposition to be believed is that Jesus guarantees eternal life to all who simply 

believe in Him. We find this throughout the New Testament and in the Old 

Testament as well.
4
 

But This Denies the Centrality of the Cross 

 

If the minimum one must believe is that Jesus guarantees eternal life to all 

who simply believe in Him, then the cross seemingly is not central to evangelism.  

That the cross is central is undeniable. That belief in the cross is essential for 

one to be born again is a different question entirely.  

If we look at what God had to do to give us eternal life, then we run into 

many truths including special creation, the virgin birth specifically in Bethlehem, 

the sinlessness of Jesus Christ, the hypostatic union, substitutionary atonement by 

crucifixion between two sinners, burial in a rich man‘s tomb, bodily resurrection 

three days later, etc. But that is not to say that one must understand or believe all 

these things in order to have eternal life.  

 

Paulôs Gospel Message Includes the Cross 

And Resurrection (1 Corinthians 15:1-11) 

 

Clearly we know from 1 Cor 15:1-11 that the gospel Paul preached was that 

Christ died, was buried, rose, and appeared to many people after His resurrection. 

                                                 
4
 See, for example, Gen 15:1-6. See also Sidney D. Dyer, ―The Salvation of Believing Israelites Prior to the 



What Precisely Must One Believe About Jesus? 

Page 10 

 10 

If the gospel is a fixed message which must always be shared in one way, then a 

failure to mention any of the elements in 1 Corinthians 15:1-11 would mean one 

had not shared enough information for a person to believe and be born again. 

There is confusion in evangelical circles concerning the word gospel. Many 

think it is synonymous with the minimum message one must believe to have 

eternal life. 

Gospel means good news. The gospel of Jesus Christ is the good news about 

Jesus Christ. It does include the saving proposition—that Jesus guarantees eternal 

life to all who simply believe in Him. But there is much more to the gospel than 

what one must do to have eternal life.  

 A study of the term gospel in Paul‘s writings shows that he regularly 

preached the gospel to people who were already born-again. It is wrong to think 

that he was merely reminding them what they had done to gain eternal life. When 

Paul preached Christ crucified to Christians, he was, like the apostle John in 1 John 

3:16-18, calling for them to lay down their lives in service for Christ. When he 

preached the resurrection to Christians, he wished them to realize that Jesus‘ 

resurrection power is available to give life to their dead bodies.  

An illustration might help. Imagine a large picture of a farmhouse 

surrounded by a lake, cattle, hills, and a forest. The entire picture is the gospel. The 

                                                                                                                                                             
Incarnation of Christ,‖ Journal of the Grace Evangelical Society (Spring 2001): 43-55; Bob Bryant, ―How Were 
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message of what we must do to have eternal life is the farmhouse in the middle. 

The surrounding material explains why the house is there. It all represents the 

gospel. But only part of it represents the part of the gospel that must be believed 

for eternal life. So too, what we must do to have eternal life is part of the gospel. 

But the gospel is much broader than that.  

Let‘s carry this argument regarding 1 Cor 15:1-11 to its logical conclusion. 

If what Paul says there is the minimum one must believe to have eternal life, then a 

person could not be born again unless he knows about Jesus‘ post-resurrection 

appearances. And it would not be enough to merely know He appeared. One would 

need to understand and believe that He appeared specifically to Cephas/Peter        

(1 Cor 15:5), James (15:7a), to all of the apostles (15:7b), and to Paul himself 

(15:9).  

I don‘t ever recall even one evangelist proclaiming everything Paul mentions 

in 1 Corinthians 15:1-11 in an evangelistic message. Yet many people say that one 

must preach that to evangelize people.  

 

One Canôt Believe in Jesus without Believing 

the Full NT Revelation about Him 

 

This is a corollary to the first objection stated above. Many theologians and 

exegetes argue that one cannot believe in Jesus for eternal life without being well 

                                                                                                                                                             
People Saved Before Jesus Came,‖ Journal of the Grace Evangelical Society (Spring 2003): 63-70. 
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informed about all that the NT has to say about Him—and about us. They would 

not limit themselves to what is included in 1 Cor 15:1-11, but would add in 

whatever information they feel necessary.  

Here are some of the things which people today are saying needs to be 

included in addition to the material found in 1 Corinthians 15:1-11: 

 Universal sinfulness.
5
 

 A list of everything that is sin.
6
 

 Total depravity. 

 Perseverance of the saints. 

 The deity of Christ.
7
 

 The virgin birth.
8
 

 Fulfilled prophecies. 

 Jesus‘ impeccability.
9
  

 Inerrancy.
10

 

 The fall of mankind. 

 Original sin. 

 Explaining what discipleship is and its cost. 

 The Trinity.
11

 

 God‘s sovereignty. 

 The Lordship of Christ.
12

 

 Explanation and call to repentance.
13

 

 Explanation and call to confess Christ. 

 Explanation and call to be baptized. 

 Explanation of hell and eternal condemnation. 

 Jesus‘ ascension and heavenly session.
14

 
                                                 
5
 Packer, Evangelism, pp. 59-63. 

6
 Ibid., pp. 70-73, 88. ―Where there is no clear knowledge, and hence no realistic recognition of the real claims 

Christ makes, there can be no repentance, and therefore no salvation‖ (p. 73).  
7
 John F. MacArthur, Jr., plenary session message on ―The Sufficiency of Scripture.‖ The exact message title is 

―Rightly Dividing the Word of Truth.‖ It was given in January of 2001 at a Men‘s Bible Conference. A transcript of 

a portion of the message appears below in the text of this paper. 
8
 Ibid. 

9
 Ibid.  

10
 Ibid. 

11
 Ibid. 

12
 Packer, Evangelism, p. 65. 

13
 Packer, Evangelism, pp, 70-73. 

14
 Packer, Evangelism,  p. 65. See also MacArthur, ―Sufficiency,‖ quoted below.  
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 In addressing this very question in 2001 at a Men‘s Conference, John 

MacArthur said, 
 

And you say, ‗Well there‘s a lot of truth in the Bible, what 

truth do I have to believe to be saved?‘ Well you have to believe 

the truth of the Bible that relates to salvation. I call that the drive 

train of the Bible.  

You have to believe that God is the God He is and that Christ 

is the Son of God that He is. And you have to believe in His virgin 

birth. You have to believe in His sinless life and His substitutionary 

atonement and His literal resurrection and His ascension to glory. 

And you have to believe that salvation is by grace alone through 

faith alone in Christ alone by God‘s righteous imputation through 

[sic] the undeserving sinner. That‘s the essence of the gospel.  

If you don‘t believe God is a Trinity, then you have the 

wrong God.  If you don‘t believe Jesus is God, then you have the 

wrong Christ. If you don‘t believe that the cross provided, through 

grace, a full covering for sin, and it‘s not at all of works, then you 

have the wrong gospel… 

How can you understand the doctrine of salvation if you 

don‘t understand your true sinfulness? So those [are the] kinds of 

things that connect to salvation, and I go back again. You have to 

have the right God, the right Christ, the perfect life, the 

substitutionary death, the resurrection, the ascension—which is 

God‘s stamp of approval putting Him at the right hand, Him having 

accomplished our redemption. And that that appropriation is by 

faith and grace, no works, and the salvation occurs not when a 

sinner earns righteousness but when, without ability to earn it, God 

covers him in righteousness not his own through imputation. And 

that incredible reality is clearly indicated in scripture.  

I think also, as a partner to that, true Christians, by the Holy 

Spirit‘s work, have faith in the Word of God. I think they believe in 

the inspiration and authority of scripture. I think that is the work of 

the Spirit of God in them. Jesus put it this way, ―If you love Me 

you‘ll keep My commandments,‖ you‘ll respond to the Word. 

That‘s what you do. The same Holy Spirit who inspired the Word is 

the Holy Spirit who regenerated you. The same Holy Spirit who 

inspired the word and regenerated you is the same Holy Spirit who 

takes up residence in you to sanctify you and so there will be 
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complete continuity in His ministry, which involves the affirmation 

of the truth.  

There is a body of truth that must be believed. And if you 

don‘t believe it, you‘re not saved.
15

  

 

Where does it end? If we are the ones who decide how much material is the 

minimum one must believe, then the possibilities are practically limitless.  

 

Many Are Not Crystal Clear on What Precisely Must Be Believed 

 

Many evangelistic tracts and suggested presentations cover four points 

which are thought must be believed before a person can be born again. Those four 

points are: 1) we are all sinners, separated from God, 2) Jesus died on the cross for 

our sins, 3) Jesus rose bodily from the dead, and 4) all who come to Jesus have 

eternal life.  

It is at the last point that confusion enters. Here are some of the popular 

evangelistic invitations, means of coming to Christ, suggested today: 

¶ Invite Jesus into your life. 

¶ Give your life to Christ. 

¶ Submit yourself to His Lordship. 

¶ Deny yourself. 

¶ Follow Christ. 

¶ Receive Christ as your Lord and Savior. 

¶ Repent of your sins.  

¶ Be baptized for the remission of your sins.  

¶ Confess your sins. 

¶ Confess Christ publicly. 

¶ Commit your life to Christ. 

                                                 
15

 See note 7 above.  
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Unfortunately, there is but one condition of justification and eternal life, and 

none of those are it. The sole condition is to believe in Jesus Christ for eternal life.  

People can do any or all of the things just listed and yet believe that more 

than faith in Jesus is necessary to have everlasting life.  

My concern is not simply academic; it is also exceedingly practical. If we 

don‘t tell people the right message, then we make it very hard for them to believe 

and be born again. The more garbled our presentation of the saving proposition, the 

less likely a person will understand and believe it. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The issue here is not what was essential for God to do for man to have 

eternal life. The issue is what we must do in order to gain eternal life. Those are 

clearly not the same. 

My faith is in Jesus Christ who died and rose again on my behalf. I cherish 

His death and resurrection. But I know that the reason I have eternal life is because 

I believe Jesus when He says, ―He who lives and believes in Me shall never die‖ 

(John 11:26). The fact that I believe more than that does not make me any more 

regenerate than I would have been if I had simply believed on Him for eternal life, 

without knowing how He was able to fulfill this promise. 
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 It is high time that Evangelicals determine their view of evangelism from the 

evangelistic practices of Jesus and His apostles. For too long we have followed the 

evangelistic methods of mass evangelists and we‘ve used gospel tracts that are 

derived from the straw dust trail. Good intentions are not enough. We need to 

make it clear precisely what one must believe to have eternal life. Otherwise, we 

may well load people up with lots of information, but never share with them the 

saving proposition. If we do that, we leave people wondering if they have done 

enough to meet God‘s demands. 

Jesus guarantees eternal life to all who simply believe in Him. Let‘s 

proclaim that proposition clearly. Then as time permits, and as people ask 

questions, we can explain why this is so.  

 


