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Foreword 

 
It is true. One single sermon can really change your 

whole life. That is exactly what happened to me about 

three years ago. I was preaching. 

Quite unexpectedly, God gave me a whole new vision 

on the Gospel of Jesus, the very truth I had already 

confessed for over thirty years as a Christian. It was as 

if my eyes were opened for the first time in decades. 

Is it possible to be a Christian and not to see the 

gospel? Read this and find out for yourself. 

 

Soon after that day, my dear wife Johanna and I knew 

the time had come to write our first book. Children of 

God is a testimony of God’s love and faithfulness as He 

looked after our family in Canada back in the 1990s. It is 

a call to child-like reliance on Jesus. Returning to Grace 

maintains the same basic approach, focusing on the 

atonement in Christ. Johanna’s input has again been 

most invaluable in this second work. 
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I have written this little book with a resolute 

conviction of the truth God has revealed, and yet with 

the full awareness of the restrictions of human 

comprehension. As with every teaching we read or hear, 

we should ask God to confirm that which is really of 

Him, for it is His wisdom we must rely on. 

Striving to be as concise and easy to read as possible, 

Returning to Grace is by no means trying to present 

itself as a proper, full-fledged doctrinal tree, with all its 

branches and leaves fully grown. Rather, my prayer is 

that it would prove to be a good seed, capable of 

producing a good and favorable crop in your life, 

through the testimony and work of the Holy Spirit. 

 

I wish you the blessing and love of our Father, 

through Jesus Christ, our Lord. 

 

 

Markku Sarento 

January 2018  
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I praise you, Father, 

Lord of heaven and earth, 

 

because you have hidden these things 

from the wise and learned, 

 

and revealed them to little children. 

 

Yes, Father, for this is what 

you were pleased to do. 

 

 

Luke 10:21 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Gospel for Goats 

 
It was not like I didn’t know what to say. After all, 

preparing a sermon for the Good Friday service was not 

supposed to be too difficult. Everyone in the 

congregation would be familiar with the theme, to say 

the least. All the Bible passages were about the 

crucifixion of Christ. Wasn’t the atonement through the 

sacrifice of Jesus the cornerstone of Christianity as a 

whole? 

But still, I couldn’t help it. My prayer was the same as 

it had always been during all my years in the ministry. 

“Father, give me the words and thoughts from your 

heart…” 

Had I said my prayer out loud, it would have probably 

sounded more spiritual than it was. Truth was, this 

sincere prayer of mine was often born out of insecurity. 



9 

 

Although I had studied for many years to become a 

pastor, I had never had the slightest desire to give public 

speeches. Even as a student, whenever there had been 

more than just a few people gathered, I had instead kept 

my mouth shut. 

With a personality trait like that, I figured it did not 

make much sense to dream of a full-time ministry. But I 

couldn’t let it go. It was more than a dream for me, it was 

my calling. 

No, standing before a multitude of people and 

struggling to deliver a sermon was definitely no dream. 

It was more like a nightmare. 

 

But I would never forget my first few weeks as an 

ordained minister. Just as I had anticipated, the greatest 

challenge was preaching. But as I knew for sure I would 

not be able to make it on my own, I didn’t even give it a 

try—not on my own strength or wisdom. 

“Give me your words and thoughts…” That was my 

prayer every time I stood up to preach. And God really 

did answer that simple plea. As a matter of fact, it was 

surprisingly easy to follow the lead of the Holy Spirit, at 

first. It was not until later on, as I became a bit more 

accustomed to preaching, that it turned much more 

difficult. The thing is, the more I thought I knew, the 

harder I tried—and the more tensed up I became. And 
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because of all that striving, I would sometimes forget to 

breathe properly during a speech. 

I can assure you it really does change the atmosphere 

when the minister passes out in a worship service. Or at 

a funeral. 

However, those early days helped me to stay focused. 

I kept on listening to the Lord and gradually remem-

bered to breathe too. My sole desire was to proclaim the 

Word of God. But I can still recall the big Bible at the 

altar of my second church, in Canada. It was opened so 

that Isaiah 55 was staring right at me every time I was 

about to preach. 

For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are 

your ways my ways, declares the Lord. As the heavens are 

higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your 

ways and my thoughts than your thoughts. 

How could I be sure I wasn’t just relying on my own 

understanding? No matter how much I hated that Bible 

passage confronting me again and again, I couldn't make 

myself turn the page. 

 

Now, twenty-five years and several churches after 

my ordination, I still couldn’t break away from those 

verses. Even as I was preparing for this Good Friday 

service, I could only pray to God to speak His thoughts 

to me and through me once more. 
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The Friday morning dawned, looking ‘good’ at least, 

promising another sunny day. The Bible lessons had not 

offered any big surprises. But as I decided to read 

through the texts one more time, my eyes became 

affixed to Hebrews chapter 10, verses 12-14. Referring 

to Jesus it declared: 

But when this priest had offered for all time one 

sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God, and 

since that time he waits for his enemies to be made his 

footstool. For by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever 

those who are being made holy. 

Obviously, I had read the passage numerous times 

over the years. his time, however, I was drawn to the 

meaning of the words in a whole new way. The 

historical nature of the one-time sacrifice of Jesus began 

to unfold before my eyes. It was just like looking at a 

side-by-side comparison between the Old and the New 

Covenant. I was perplexed. 

How come I had not seen it before? 

 

I stood at the pulpit and watched the audience. The 

church was packed because of the Easter Conference at 

the picturesque lakeside setting of Vivamo Retreat 

Center in southern Finland. As I was reading the Gospel 

Lesson aloud I felt an urgency I had seldom experienced 

before a speech. The message was burning in my heart. 
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I began the sermon with a few sentences on the fallen 

state of all humanity, how every man, woman and child 

in the world has this natural, ongoing tendency for 

straying from the ways of God and not following Him. 

Then I continued with a brief narration on God’s desire 

to renew the original relationship with His creation. 

I spoke about God’s attempts to draw His people back 

to Him in the Old Testament, how he gave the Israelites 

the law to remind them of His ways, so that they would 

not get lost forever. How He decided to provide His 

people a way of repentance through shedding the blood 

of sacrificial goats and lambs as a confession of sins. 

 

As a somewhat unrefined demonstration, I picked up 

a stack of hymnals representing various sins and 

brought them to the church altar. I didn’t have a lamb 

with me, although there would have been a few of them 

available in the field close by the church. Then again, no 

small flock of lambs would have been sufficient to cover 

all the sins of the people.  

I brought more hymnals to the altar, along with an 

unlucky, imaginary goat. And more sins with more 

goats. This turned out to be the real issue with the Old 

Covenant: not the lack of goats per se, but the fact that 

these sacrifices needed to be administered over and 

over again. Every time, only the past sins were forgiven. 
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And, after a while, it became evident that the animal 

offerings had no real power to overcome the sinful 

nature of man. 

Thus comes the New Covenant, the new and 

fundamentally better way of dealing with the problem. 

God sends His only son to the world. Jesus is born of the 

Virgin Mary and raised as an ordinary boy, but with no 

sin. At the age of around thirty, Jesus gives His life on the 

cross on Calvary as the pure, perfect sacrifice. And since 

then, there has been absolutely no need for another 

sacrifice to be offered. 

But here comes the interesting part. What if we, even 

now that Jesus has given His life for us, commit a sin 

again, quite ‘unintentionally’ of course, as Leviticus 4:27 

so kindly phrases it? What are we supposed to do then? 

I placed a wooden twelve-inch cross on the altar rail. 

Then I grabbed a couple of hymnals and looked at the 

audience. 

“What must I do with these hymnals, these so very 

unintentional sins of mine?” 

“You must confess them to God”, someone replied. 

“Bring them to the cross.” 

“And that’s it?” I asked. “They will be forgiven just like 

that, because of what Jesus did?” 

“Yes”, people nodded. 

“No goats needed?” 
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“No.” Many smiles. 

“Okay.” I left the hymnals with the cross and took a 

few steps, looking happy. But then I realized I had a 

hymnal under the white gown I was wearing. I brought 

it out for everyone to see, seemingly embarrassed. 

“Where did this come from?” I said to myself. 

“What am I going to do with this?” 

“You just take it to the cross”, said the helpful 

audience. 

“Like this?” I put the hymnal beside the cross. A sin 

confessed and forgiven. And then another one. And one 

more. I discovered more hymnals, one after another, 

undoubtedly setting a very bad example for the 

congregation. 

“Well then, can you please tell me what is the 

difference between the Old and the New Covenant?” 

Everyone was quiet. After a moment someone 

answered: 

“There is no need for a sacrificial goat.” 

“Correct. And as you were watching me walking back 

and forth before the altar, at first repenting the Old 

Testament way, and then as a Christian, the lack of goats 

was about the only difference there was.” 

“You know, this is the Good News I’ve believed in for 

over thirty years. But now I have finally acknowledged 

what it truly is. It is a gospel for goats.” 
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“You see, because of Jesus all the goats have been set 

free. No more fear, no more threat of sudden death.” I 

raised my hands and shouted: 

“Hallelujah! Hear the Good News: Jesus has died for 

all goats!” 

People laughed. After a moment I said with a solemn 

voice: 

“But if you think of us humans, nothing has changed, 

really. Just like in the Old Testament, in this 

demonstration of mine, forgiveness still depends on us, 

on our feeble repentance. We are condemned to stagger 

in circles, struggling to believe that maybe God will 

forgive us yet again, even though we have so often failed 

him.” 

Nobody said a word. 

“So, is there something wrong about this kind of a 

gospel?” I asked. “Now, listen to what the Bible says in 

Hebrews, chapter 10.”  

And by that will, we have been made holy through the 

sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all. 

Day after day every priest stands and performs his 

religious duties; again, and again he offers the same 

sacrifices, which can never take away sins. But when this 

priest had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat 

down at the right hand of God, and since that time he 

waits for his enemies to be made his foot-stool. For by one 
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sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being 

made holy. 

The Holy Spirit also testifies to us about this. First, he 

says: “This is the covenant I will make with them after 

that time, says the Lord. I will put my laws in their hearts, 

and I will write them on their minds.” Then he adds: 

“Their sins and lawless acts I will remember no more.” 

And where these have been forgiven, sacrifice for sin is no 

longer necessary. (Hebrews 10:10-18) 

 

I went on with the sermon, looking intensely at the 

audience. 

“The problem is we might have never quite 

understood the most fundamental difference between 

the Old and the New Covenant. Unlike the repeated and 

powerless offerings officiated by the Old Testament 

priests, the sacrifice of Jesus was a unique one-time act 

of grace, fully completed on Calvary nearly two 

thousand years ago. It was never to be repeated. That is 

because this time our past, present and future sins were 

all forgiven, once and for all.” 

I took the wooden cross from the altar rail and 

walked to the left front corner of the church.  

“This is where the cross should be standing in the 

course of history. A long way from us, and two thousand 

years before our time.” 



17 

 

After all, this is the very truth Christians have always 

confessed: Jesus died on the cross for all people, and 

through His sacrifice we have been forgiven. But it is one 

thing to confess it, and quite another to really absorb 

and believe it. I should know, having not seen that for 

decades. 

It is crucial that we allow the forgiveness and grace 

of God be given to us on Calvary as a gift. We need to 

understand there is no way we can pay for it, and there 

is absolutely nothing we can do to deserve it—because 

it was all given to us in advance. 

This is the true gospel Apostle Paul himself 

cherished. It brought him such a great joy and assurance 

to know that Christ had redeemed him before he became 

a Christian:  

You see, at just the right time, when we were still 

powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. 

But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While 

we were still sinners, Christ died for us. (Romans 5:6,8) 

 

To be honest, the whole idea of us carrying our sins 

repeatedly to the cross is plain foolishness, regardless 

of how sincere we may feel about it. It’s really no more 

than a mental exercise. We need to see the crucifixion of 

Jesus as being a true historical event, and to take 

anything to the cross we would require a time machine. 
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We have to understand how treacherous and wrong 

it is to keep replicating or time-shifting the atonement 

in our mind. So imperceptibly, it hides the actual grace 

of God from us. 

 

After forty-five minutes of turning around my own 

previous understanding of the cross, I was finally 

coming to the end of my sermon. 

“The minute we realize that the atonement in Christ 

is a genuine historical fact, our ongoing struggle to fulfill 

the demands of God’s law is over. Suddenly it becomes 

irrelevant for us to try to carry our sins anywhere. Why 

should we? Has Jesus not carried them to the cross 

already? Where could we possibly take them?” 

“We might as well drop them off.” I let the remaining 

hymnals fall from my hands to the floor and lifted my 

empty hands. 

“And now that I’m not holding them anymore, I could 

even consider doing something else with my life. Maybe 

something… good?” 

 

- - - - - 

 

It wasn't until the service was over that it really 

dawned on me what had happened. My whole 

understanding on the atonement had changed. And 
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judging by the looks on several faces in the audience, it 

wasn't just me. It seemed that many others were deeply 

touched by this newfound message as well. After the 

service, a lady came to me, looking astonished. 

“Thank you,” the lady blurted out. “I had never 

understood the gospel before, not like this!”  

Her eyes were bright and full of joy. Even though she 

had been a Christian for many years, that was the first 

time she had grasped what it meant to be fully 

redeemed through Christ. I had no trouble relating to 

that.  

 

A couple of days later my wife Johanna said she had 

something to tell me. Before the Easter Conference she 

had also been praying to God to give her the right words 

and thoughts for a speech she was scheduled to deliver 

at the Conference. But in the middle of her prayer she 

had suddenly sensed the Holy Spirit saying: 

“Ask for the message.” 

So, instead of asking for thoughts or words only, she 

had begun to pray for a full message. After sharing this, 

she said: 

“You know, the teaching I was preparing for turned 

out all right. But I think this message the Holy Spirit 

urged me to pray for was not for me, after all.” 

“It was for you.”  



20 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

Another Surprise 

 
Now I declare to you, brothers, the Good News which I 

preached to you, which also you received, in which you 

also stand, by which also you are saved, if you hold firmly 

the word which I preached to you—unless you believed in 

vain. (1 Corinthians 15:1-2) 

 

The gospel had suddenly become the one and only 

message I ever wanted to proclaim. What could possibly 

be more important than this? 

But the longer I kept on preaching the cross the more 

baffled and concerned I became. In many occasions, it 

felt almost like this most fundamental Christian truth 

had somehow turned to one of the least comprehended. 

The original grace of God given to us on Calvary had 

been replaced by something different. 
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At some point, the free gift of forgiveness had become 

a graceful promise of forgiveness, an offer which could 

only be received by someone with the right state of 

heart. The unconditional love of God had become very 

much conditional. 

But however drastic this change was, still no one 

seemed to realize what had happened. And though I had 

to admit I had not recognized the problem for three 

decades either, I still found it strange. 

Wasn’t the original gospel the most simple and 

straightforward way to phrase the meaning of the 

cross? Wasn’t it something that even little children 

learned in Sunday schools: all our sins are forgiven 

because Jesus died for us on the cross? And that we can 

go to heaven if He lives in our hearts? 

Apparently, it was us adults who often had a hard 

time figuring it out. Leading a life amidst the realities of 

this world had taken its toll on our faith. It had become 

difficult for us to receive anything as a gift. There is no 

free lunch, we knowingly pointed out. You need to pay 

for everything. 

 

Eventually I became curious enough to start digging 

a little deeper into the subject. I took a couple of brick 

sized books off the shelf and prepared myself for a long 

dive into systematic theology. Fairly soon I realized I 
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wouldn’t have to hold my breath for too long. Scanning 

through various interpretations proved not to be too 

hard, as the doctrines on the grace of God in most of the 

western churches could be traced back to one 

theologian. 

But even though I had a good hunch about what I was 

looking for, it still blew my mind. Virtually all the 

teachings I encountered had one particular, underlying 

factor in common: the forgiveness of sins did not take 

place on Calvary. 

And in the rare cases the atonement was not ripped 

from its rightful place, it was bundled and gift-wrapped 

with salvation—and, as such, not given to everyone. 

 

In the next two chapters, I will briefly share the 

theological findings I discovered.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Augustinian Flaw 

 
The son of a Christian mother and a pagan father, 

Augustine (354-430) was born in the Roman province 

of Numidia in North Africa. In his youth, no one could 

have guessed that he would become one of the most 

influential figures in the history of the Christian church, 

as he was far more interested in games and carnal 

pleasures than in his mother’s faith. 

Augustine studied rhetoric in Carthage and 

embraced the Persian religion of Manichaeism, which 

was a combination of all the religious systems known at 

the time, with some Christian elements. Its basic 

doctrine was the eternal conflict between light and dark, 

and it regarded matter as dark and evil. 

However, Augustine’s philosophical interest was 

eventually turned more towards academic skepticism 
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as he began to teach rhetoric, first in Carthage and then 

in Rome. 

Shortly after arriving in Rome, Augustine was 

appointed as professor of rhetoric for the imperial court 

at Milan in 384. There he became acquainted with one 

Bishop Ambrose—and the Neoplatonist philosophical 

ideas and highly eloquent allegorical preaching of this 

famous theologian. 

It was, in particular, Bishop Ambrose’s symbolic 

interpretation of the Scriptures which appealed to 

Augustine’s intellect and soon changed his 

understanding of the entire Christian doctrine. 

 

Augustine was baptized by Ambrose in 387. He 

decided to return to North Africa, and being such a 

prominent, educated and well-known Christian, he was 

eventually pressed into service against his own will and 

ordained a priest at the age of thirty-six. A few years 

later, in 396, he became the bishop of Hippo. 

 

In his autobiography, Augustine describes his life as 

a colorful drama of sin and conversion. It should 

probably be noted, however, that many of his 

contemporaries in the African Church did, in fact, 

question the depth of his conversion and thought his 

testimony to be suspiciously self-serving. It is indeed 
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likely that his story was somewhat elaborated to 

reassure his followers and disarm his opponents. 

Nevertheless, one cannot overestimate the 

significance of Augustine for Christian theology. His 

contribution in the development of several most 

essential doctrines has been far-reaching. With good 

reason, it can be said that virtually everything the 

Western Church teaches about the grace of God can be 

derived from his views. 

 

Augustine defined his doctrine of divine grace using 

concepts which were to be widely accepted in later 

western theology. According to him, there are 

essentially three intertwined modes of grace: 

The operative grace is God’s sovereign mercy 

working towards the justification of man and 

accomplishing it, with no contribution or merit of the 

man himself. 

The preparatory phase prior to the actual conversion 

can also be called prevenient grace, which regenerates 

man’s will in his (infant) baptism and prepares him for 

his conversion. 

The conversion through the operative grace is 

followed by an ongoing process, in which God’s 

cooperative grace starts working with the liberated will 

of man to perform good works. 
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It should be noted that Augustine was the first 

theologian after Apostle Paul to really delve into this 

subject. His thorough and well-defined teachings 

managed to set the basic assumptions and boundaries 

for all subsequent discussion on grace. Therefore, while 

we might not disagree with what he says, it is equally 

important to pay attention to what he does not say.  

As we look at Augustine’s definition on God’s grace, 

isn’t there something missing? Where is the cross of 

Christ? Can the sacrifice of Jesus not be called ‘grace’? 

It is most interesting, indeed, how far in the 

background the cross has to stay in Augustine’s 

theology. That doesn’t mean he would explicitly deny its 

value, or anything like that. But for him, the crucifixion 

of Jesus on Calvary is not even closely as pivotal as you 

might think. Frankly speaking, for the most part the 

cross of Christ is utterly non-existing in his writings. 

The reason is quite obvious: in his thinking, the cross 

doesn’t change much, really. Not for the man deprived 

by the original sin, anyway. Until God finally decides to 

break the bondage of sin through His operative grace, 

mankind continues to be every bit as condemned by the 

law as it used to be, despite the cross. 

What Augustine does here is that he chooses to 

separate the atonement and the forgiveness from each 

other, and merge the forgiveness with salvation. Yes, the 
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atoning sacrifice took place on Calvary, but the sins of 

man are not forgiven until his justification comes into 

effect by the grace of God. In Augustine’s thinking, the 

sacrifice of Jesus becomes nothing more than a 

prerequisite of grace, something which was needed to 

be done before God can give His actual grace to man. 

 

Augustine seeks to follow Apostle Paul by adopting 

two basic assumptions from him: the total depravity of 

fallen man, and his atonement by the grace of God alone. 

But somehow, he fails to see what Paul teaches about 

them. 

According to Paul, the irreversibly corrupted nature 

of man was sentenced to death and taken to the cross by 

Jesus Christ. There is absolutely no reconciliation for the 

fallen man, for the sinful nature of the flesh. As Jesus 

died, we were all brought to death with him. But at the 

same time, through the blood of Christ, the price has 

been paid in full, and the complete atonement for all 

mankind has been acquired on Calvary. And because of 

the cross, the gift of salvation will be given freely to 

those who receive Jesus as Lord. 

 

Essentially, this is what Apostle Paul calls the grace, 

comprehensively administered by Jesus, and only 

acknowledged and consented to by man.  
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Very differently, the Augustinian view on atonement 

is not focused on the one historical event on Calvary, but 

rather on all the present encounters between God and 

man. It is in those encounters the remission of sins takes 

place. In other words, the concept of ‘grace’ does not 

refer to the cross anymore, but instead to everything 

God will accomplish as He gracefully approaches the 

sinful man. 

That puts an immense theological weight on man’s 

encounter with God, and with an obvious result: in his 

conversion, no part can be trusted to man himself, not 

even receiving Christ, for it must be the sole grace of the 

Sovereign God which saves the man. 

For Augustine, the Good News is no more about Jesus 

atoning for everyone on the cross. The gospel becomes 

just a message of the Church which reveals the grace of 

God as it is proclaimed, with only a nominal dependence 

on the actual, historical events. 

This theological twist is quite remarkable, to say the 

least. 

 

But what could have been the reason for this 

esteemed Teacher of the Church to dismiss the 

historical nature of the atonement? 

Was it due to his philosophical approach in general, 

or more specifically the influence of Neoplatonism, 
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which tended to emphasize the importance of divine 

ideas and principles over physical reality? 

Or could it be related to his pronounced and strongly 

defensive position against theological opposition like 

the British monk Pelagius, who persistently advocated 

man’s freedom of will? 

Or was it just something in Augustine’s own personal 

history that blurred his vision of the sacrifice of Jesus? 

 

It is not possible here, in this brief and concise book, 

to try to determine why and how it all happened. 

However, it is the outcome which is of the greatest 

interest: theologians all over the world have followed 

faithfully in the footsteps of Augustine for sixteen 

hundred years. 

And as they all have—either consciously or without 

noticing it at all—agreed to build on the foundation laid 

by this revered Teacher of the Church, they have been 

equally unable to recognize the true significance of the 

cross anymore. 

 

And that is truly astonishing.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Derailed Western Theology 

 
Theologians have always been known for their 

tireless enthusiasm in building and rebuilding their 

doctrinal towers. Carefully, and in great detail, they 

have laid their theological bricks and stones on top of 

others, layer after layer. And yet, for some reason, the 

taller each tower has become, the more nooks and 

crannies have always been found between the stones. 

This discovery has led to more and more bricks being 

needed to fill the gaps, eventually resulting in a 

doctrinal complexity beyond all comprehension. 

 

In theology, not much attention has ever been paid to 

the so-called ‘Ockham’s razor’, which claims that the 

simplest solution tends to be the best one, a principle that 

has proved to be very useful in all science. Theological 
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structures have gradually reached magnificent heights, 

and yet only a few builders have ever seen it as a true 

problem. And, therefore, they have failed to see that 

behind all this theological complexity, the two very 

basic, elementary cornerstones of Christianity—the 

atonement in Jesus Christ and salvation through faith—

have been severely displaced. 

 

Augustine has often been praised for his 

groundbreaking efforts on building bridges between 

Christianity and Classical Greek philosophy. Depending 

on the tradition, he has been called St. Augustine, Doctor 

of the Church, Blessed Augustine, Teacher of Grace, and 

even the Second Founder of Christianity, thus giving 

him credit for his undeniable significance in Christian 

theology. 

But while it is most certainly true that the teachings 

of Augustine have indeed defined the course of 

theological doctrine to this day, his input regarding the 

doctrine of grace is, in fact, to be deeply regretted. By 

detaching the grace of God from Calvary and moving it 

to our encounters with God instead, he reconstructed 

the whole concept of grace—and effectively removed 

the only true and lasting foundation for the Christian 

faith. 

What could be more devastating than that? 
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Since the days of Augustine, the inability to see the 

atonement as a historical one-time event, fully 

accomplished by Jesus alone, has had a tremendous 

impact on Church history. 

The blurring of the original cross has greatly affected 

doctrines such as grace, justification, faith, sin, salvation, 

sacraments and predestination. One can safely assume 

that all these views, and quite a few others too, would 

have developed very differently, had the forgiveness of 

sins been allowed to remain on Calvary. 

Inevitably, this confusion has led to numerous 

counterproductive disputes within the Church. It is 

highly plausible that, had the foundation of the New 

Covenant been clearly understood and proclaimed, 

many of the divisions in its history could have been 

avoided. And even if certain views of Augustine might 

have been explicitly denied, theologians have never 

been able to detach themselves from the philosophical 

and theological framework he introduced. This seems to 

be the case in all the western churches; the Roman 

Catholic and the Protestant churches alike. 

This is not exactly surprising as the entirety of 

medieval theology has been called merely a series of 

footnotes to Augustine. And as Martin Luther was an 

Augustinian monk before taking the lead in the 

Reformation, it was quite natural that his doctrine on 
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justification was built upon the same foundation. 

Through Luther and other reformers, the influence of 

Augustine was then spread to all the various Protestant 

churches to come. 

All things considered, it seems justifiable to claim 

that the Augustinian approach to grace and atonement 

has, in fact, derailed the whole western theology. 

 

This is not to say that the gospel has been completely 

lost throughout Church history. Luckily, the Good News 

of Jesus giving His life for all people has been proclaimed 

by many faithful pastors, evangelists and ordinary 

Christians alike. But as the ‘wise’ have so decisively 

taken possession of the doctrine, the original genuine 

gospel has been left to the individuals and churches 

least fascinated by intellectual speculations. 

It is hardly a coincidence that the Christian Church 

seems to have lost much of its power in the western 

world. The question to be raised is, therefore, whether 

we should let evangelists do the teaching on grace, 

instead of theologians? 

Or should we aim even higher, and consider, just 

consider, revising our theology?  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Hidden Treasure 

 
We had just returned home after a very good 

weekend, having led a retreat together in eastern 

Finland. As I entered our living room I found Johanna 

relaxing on the couch with an amazed look on her face. 

She glanced at me and told she had just been pondering 

how impossible it is for anyone to interpret the Bible 

without God’s help.  

“So, I asked the Holy Spirit to teach me something 

about the words of Jesus, for He always said such wise 

things. Suddenly, a familiar Bible passage came to my 

mind: The Kingdom of Heaven is like a treasure hidden 

in the field, which a man found and hid.” 

“Then I saw a picture of a golden field of wheat 

waving in the breeze. As I was looking at the field I felt 

the Holy Spirit speaking to me: 
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Do you see the golden field? The treasure is in the field 

itself, in the crop. It is not buried in the ground, as it is 

often thought. The treasure of the field is the good wheat 

which grows together with the weeds. 

And the word 'hide' in the paragraph means to 

withhold it, to not tell anyone." 

 

Johanna got pretty excited and took out her Bible. She 

found the parable of the treasure field, and asked me to 

help her with the text. I blew the dust off my Greek New 

Testament and we sat down to study. 

The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a 

field. When a man found it, he hid it again, and then in his 

joy went and sold all he had and bought that field. 

(Matthew 13:44) 

 

After a little while we discovered that the Greek word 

which is often translated as 'hide' or even 'bury in the 

ground', can indeed quite well be translated as 

'withhold' or 'conceal'. And the longer we looked into 

the whole chapter, the more obvious it became. 

In the parable, the man saw the good crop, the 

treasure of the field, and decided not to tell anyone 

about it, for he considered it so precious. Then he went 

and sold everything he had, and purchased the whole 

field. 
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And that’s exactly what Jesus did on the cross: He 

gave His life for all mankind—the whole field—to 

receive and save those who believe in Him. 

 

As we start reading the four Gospels in the New 

Testament, it soon becomes evident that Jesus did 

indeed conceal the plan of salvation from the crowds. 

Frankly, He barely told His disciples He was going to 

give His life and be resurrected. Not that the disciples 

would have understood his words even if he had given 

them more details. 

It was truly a secret mission which was set to be 

revealed only after its conclusion, after the cross, 

through the resurrection of Jesus and the outpouring of 

the Spirit. 

But when you think it over, concealing the atonement 

did not end at the Day of Pentecost. As Apostle Paul 

writes, although the Gospel of Christ was the core 

message to be proclaimed to all people, it remained 

hidden from the wise. 

 

For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who 

are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the 

power of God. For it is written: “I will destroy the wisdom 

of the wise; the intelligence of the intelligent I will 

frustrate.” 
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Where is the wise person? Where is the teacher of the 

law? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God 

made foolish the wisdom of the world? 

For since in the wisdom of God the world through its 

wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the 

foolishness of what was preached to save those who 

believe. (1 Corinthians 1:18-21) 

 

Even today, two thousand years later, the same 

message of God's ultimate love is still revealed to the 

childlike. And quite deliberately hidden from many.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

Immovable Rock 

 
Since the days of Augustine, the cross of Christ has no 

longer been firmly rooted in history. It has become more 

of an ever-present symbol of God’s grace. 

With the help of contemporary Christian art, 

literature, movies—and sincere preachers, of course—

the crucifixion of Jesus on Calvary has been turned into 

a familiar, movable object, an image which is now 

available to all of us in our thoughts, any time we feel the 

need to repent. For too many devoted Christians, 

Calvary has become a holy place they think God insists 

that they visit daily. 

As if traveling through time was even possible for us, 

and as if Jesus was still hanging on the cross. 

The imminent and unfortunate consequence of 

making these imaginary pilgrimages is the subtle 
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blurring of the original sacrifice of Jesus. Eventually, the 

trust in Jesus Christ is replaced by unceasing self-

examination and continuous efforts to meet the 

demands of a pure Christian life. The confusion 

regarding this subject can be illustrated by presenting 

two competing views on atonement: 

 

1) Jesus atoned for our sins on the cross, and 

through this one sacrifice we have been forgiven 

in full. 

2) Jesus atoned for our sins on the cross, and 

because of that, God will forgive us as we repent 

and confess our sins. 

 

As we consider these two options, the following 

questions should be asked: 

 - At which point does the forgiveness occur? 

 - How many times do we need to be forgiven? 

 - Is forgiveness a gift or does it depend on us? 

We might think option one would conquer the 

competition hands down, for most certainly it is the 

genuine gospel presented to us in the New Testament. 

But that seems not to be the case. 

Surprisingly, it is the second option which is the most 

common and widely accepted, at least in the western 

theological context. 
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We can see this very problem arising already in the 

New Testament, so there is nothing new here. As we can 

read in Apostle Paul's Letter to the Galatians, it did not 

take long before the gospel was severely challenged. 

I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the 

one who called you to live in the grace of Christ and are 

turning to a different gospel—which is really no gospel at 

all. Evidently some people are throwing you into 

confusion and are trying to pervert the gospel of Christ. 

(Galatians 1:6-7) 

For a very good reason, Paul was concerned about 

the first Christians in Galatia. They were losing their 

faith in Jesus. They had begun to believe that, in order to 

be saved, they also needed to fulfill the obligations of the 

law. Thus, the message Apostle Paul had proclaimed to 

them had become something else.  

However, it seems the transition was so subtle that 

the Galatians themselves still called their ‘gospel’ the 

Good News. Most of them were not even aware of a 

change of any sort. 

 

What might Apostle Paul think of us modern-day 

Christians, should he be with us today? 

The gospel he’d preach would still be the same, for 

sure: Jesus died for all of us on the cross, and through 

His blood our sins have been forgiven, once and for all. 
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The salvation is now available to anyone who receives  

Him. Still, how many of us today would actually believe 

his words? 

There is no other option here: either we trust in what 

Jesus did on Calvary, or we don’t. The present day 

‘gospel’ with its replicated, movable cross may look 

much like the original, but isn’t that the main 

requirement of a good counterfeit? After all, were the 

differences between the two less subtle, more apparent, 

we would detect them with ease. 

It is only through the authentic message of the 

completed atonement on the cross that we can find the 

lasting peace Christ has already given us. 

 

By the way, this is not to say that confession of sins is 

not important for any Christian. It can bring you great 

freedom if you have someone to whom you can confess 

your sins and failures. But what you need to hear from 

this other person is the solid reassurance of the 

complete forgiveness in Christ. 

In fact, it would be far better if the absolution 

preceded the confession. That way, we would always be 

reminded of the right chronological order of the 

historical atonement. And it might even help us not to 

forget the wondrous truth that it was not through our 

repentance we were forgiven. 
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For there is indeed no other source of grace and 

forgiveness before God than what Jesus did for us. The 

only immovable foundation for our faith and life is the 

solid rock of Calvary.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Choice of Love 

 
Why would it be so important for us to focus our faith 

on something so far in the past, while God is full of grace 

today too? Surely, we can’t think of God as being so 

stingy that He won’t give us His grace in any way or form 

we ask, can we? 

Well, it is true that God loves us very much indeed, as 

He loves all His creation, every human in this world. But 

now that we live in the New Covenant era, we need to 

remember the love He has already given us. 

 

This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us 

and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. This 

is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and 

only Son into the world that we might live through him. 

(1 John 4:9-10) 
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For God so loved the world that he gave his one and 

only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but 

have eternal life. (John 3:16) 

 

God had graciously given His infinite love to all 

people through Jesus. And yet, how many times in my 

life had I repeatedly pleaded with God for a new 

forgiveness, disregarding the one sacrifice already given 

on Calvary? 

Or how many times along the centuries had this 

unique one-time offering been fictionally replicated in 

churches, as a result of adopting a symbolic, non-

historical model of grace? 

As I was reflecting on this, a strong sense of love 

began to fill my heart. It grew more intense until it 

became almost unbearable. Then the Holy Spirit said 

with a silent voice: 

This is how the Father loves Jesus for what He did on 

the cross. 

 

It was difficult for me to hold back my tears. But the 

next sentence which came in the form of a thought was 

just as overwhelming: 

Every time we ask God to forgive us again, bypassing 

the sacrifice on Calvary, we ask Him to choose between 

His love for us and His love for His Son. 
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Was it true? If I chose to ignore the sacrifice Jesus had 

already given, and kept begging for some sort of a new 

grace... 

Was I not, as the matter of fact, asking God to neglect 

His Son, too? 

 

And that was something the Father was most 

certainly never going to do.   
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Two Apostles 

 
But is there not a contradiction between the two 

apostles, Paul and John? If Paul really thinks our sins 

have all been forgiven on Calvary, then how come John 

writes that: 

If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will 

forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. 

(1 John 1:9)  

 

We need to understand something about John. This 

young, uneducated lad had learned his simple theology 

straight from Jesus. 

I am the vine, you are the branches, Jesus had said to 

his disciples. If a man remains in me and I in him, he will 

bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing. (John 

15:5) 
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In John’s simple and straightforward argumentation, 

no one living in the darkness of sin can ever claim to 

have a real fellowship with Jesus (1 John 1:6). And at the 

same time, whoever is born of God, cannot and will not 

commit sin (3:9). As the Master had said: Make a tree 

good and its fruit will be good, or make a tree bad and its 

fruit will be bad, for a tree is recognised by its fruit. 

(Matthew 12:33) 

For John, sin is not primarily about breaking the law 

but being separated from Jesus. The bad deeds are just 

bad fruit. The rebellion of the heart is the ultimate 

unrighteousness, and it will be overcome and ‘forgiven’ 

when a person becomes a Christian. 

Therefore, the phrase ‘confession of sins’ here is the 

bridge between these two states, representing the 

transition from unbelief to faith. It refers to the person 

confessing the darkness in which he has lived, as he 

acknowledges the truth in Jesus. 

 

John's reference to someone committing unlawful 

acts goes like this: 

My dear children, I write this to you so that you will not 

sin. But if anybody does sin, we have an advocate with the 

Father—Jesus Christ, the Righteous One. He is the atoning 

sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the 

sins of the whole world. (1 John 2:1-2) 
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Overall, we need to appreciate the differences in how 

the two apostles think and how they use their language. 

Ultimately, they did have very different backgrounds. 

 

Paul, or Saul as he was called at the time, was a 

devoted Pharisee who had received the most 

meticulous education a young Jewish man could have 

obtained, having studied God's law at the feet of Rabbi 

Gamaliel. 

John, on the other hand, had basically spent his youth 

helping his father, a fisherman. 

Paul had become a zealous fundamentalist, a 

fanatical oppressor of Christians who, despite being 

relatively young man, already had blood on his hands. 

In contrast, the worst thing John had probably done 

was throwing small rocks at some persistent gulls trying 

to steal fish on the shore. 

Paul had traveled all across Judea in order to have 

Christians arrested. 

John had followed Jesus from the beginning. And, as 

he had a true heart of a disciple, he was always ready to 

spend time at the feet of his Teacher, listening to His 

words. 

As the result of all that, Paul had to struggle with his 

past throughout his life. And as we look at his letters to 

Romans and Galatians, that is why he had to do such an 
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extensive theological job to detach himself from his past 

and receive his new identity. To reach the point where 

he could say: “That is not me anymore. I am no longer 

defined by my flesh or my past life.” 

But Apostle John… He stepped into his new life and 

his new identity just like that, with no excruciating self-

examination involved. He was hardly able to even 

imagine a life without Jesus. That was ultimately the 

reason why he didn’t give much thought to the old, 

corrupt flesh of man. For him, there was no past life to 

be troubled by, no rebellious youth to overcome. Ever 

since his early days he had stayed close to his friend and 

master. 

 

Sitting down and having a conversation, these two 

great apostles would have probably had some 

difficulties in understanding each other. But it is for our 

benefit that we are able to look at the same gospel from 

two different biblical angles.  

And while the letters of Paul show some great insight 

into the imperfection of human nature, there is still 

something refreshingly genuine about the straight-

forward phrasing of John. Maybe it just comes a little 

closer to the original, pure relationship between God 

and man.  
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CHAPTER NINE 

New Covenant 

 
Sometimes it does not take more than a couple of 

words to have your entire world shaken. Especially if 

those words come from your wife. And, given the fact 

that wives are usually right about many things, 

husbands do live in a land prone to sudden earthquakes. 

But while it is inevitable that there will be days when 

every man encounters a wisdom far greater than his 

own, he could, nevertheless, ask himself the following 

profound question: 

If a man walks into a forest all alone, opens his mouth 

and says something that no woman can hear, is he still 

wrong? 

 

But it still struck me when Johanna asked me one 

morning: “Markku, have you ever thought of when the 
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New Covenant came into effect? Listen to this: 

‘In the case of a will, it is necessary to prove the death 

of the one who made it, because a will is in force only when 

somebody has died; it never takes effect while the one who 

made it is living.’” (Hebrews 9:16-17) 

 

No, of course I had never thought of it before. And no, 

I wasn’t going to say it out loud. Call it theological 

dignity if you wish. But in fact, I had always quite 

unconsciously gone along with the common idea of the 

New Covenant starting at the beginning of Matthew 1. 

Was it not obvious that the Old Covenant belonged to 

the Old Testament, whereas the books of the New 

Testament were all about the newly revealed New 

Covenant? 

Well, it sounds logical all right. But it’s just not 

biblical. 

 

The Old Testament prophets proclaimed the coming 

of a new, better covenant that would be demonstrated 

through God pouring out a new spirit to man. Thus, the 

law would be written in the hearts instead of stone 

tablets: 

A new heart also will I give you, and a new spirit will I 

put within you; and I will take away the stony heart out 

of your flesh, and I will give you a heart of flesh. I will put 
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my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my 

statutes, and you shall keep my ordinances, and do them. 

(Ezekiel 36:26-27) 

 

But this is the covenant that I will make with the house 

of Israel after those days, says Yahweh: I will put my law 

in their inward parts, and in their heart will I write it; and 

I will be their God, and they shall be my people: and they 

shall teach no more every man his neighbor, and every 

man his brother, saying, Know Yahweh; for they shall all 

know me, from the least of them to the greatest of them, 

says Yahweh: for I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin 

will I remember no more. (Jeremiah 31:33-34) 

 

At the beginning of the New Testament we then see 

the first signs of the promises being fulfilled as the Son 

of God is born into this world. Yet, after that, the plan of 

salvation gets shrouded, being unfolded only gradually. 

 The completion of this plan will first require Jesus to 

be crucified and resurrected, being then followed by His 

ascension to heaven. It is not until the Day of Pentecost 

and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit that the New 

Covenant comes into effect. 

Which means that the four gospels in the beginning 

of the New Testament are, in fact, still within the realm 

of the Old Covenant. 
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Acknowledging that is important because it helps us 

to understand some of the teachings of Jesus. For 

instance, when He speaks about the essence of God's law 

in His Sermon on the Mount, He is teaching the people 

of the Old Covenant exactly the way every good rabbi in 

the Old Testament should have. 

 

Another good example of this is in Mark 10: 

As Jesus started on his way, a man ran up to him and 

fell on his knees before him. 

“Good teacher,” he asked, “what must I do to inherit 

eternal life?” 

“Why do you call me good?” Jesus answered. “No one is 

good—except God alone. You know the commandments: 

‘You shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery, you 

shall not steal, you shall not give false testimony, you shall 

not defraud, honor your father and mother.” 

“Teacher,” he declared, “all these I have kept since I 

was a boy.” 

Jesus looked at him and loved him. “One thing you 

lack,” he said. “Go, sell everything you have and give to the 

poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, 

follow me.” 

At this the man’s face fell. He went away sad, because 

he had great wealth. 

The disciples were even more amazed, and said to each 
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other, “Who then can be saved?” 

Jesus looked at them and said, “With man this is 

impossible, but not with God; all things are possible with 

God.” (Mark 10:17-22, 26-27) 

 

Unlike all the other teachers of the law, Jesus would 

not teach that man could reach salvation through his 

deeds. Wasn’t the law of God far too perfect for any 

fallen man to fulfill? That is why Jesus deliberately 

points out the one thing that this devout Old Covenant 

believer is absolutely unable to do. 

Because, although it was still hidden from his 

audience, this was the very reason why Jesus had come: 

to meet the requirements of the law on behalf of others. 

 

As we study the New Testament, we must not ignore 

or bypass the atoning work of Jesus on the cross, not 

even while reading his own words. If Jesus didn’t teach 

the works of the law as the way to the Kingdom to the 

Old Covenant people, much less He teaches such to 

Christians. 

For it is through the death and resurrection of Christ 

alone that we are redeemed. And it is by the Holy Spirit 

and by faith alone that we can enter the new life of the 

blessed New Covenant.  
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CHAPTER TEN 

Saving Relationship 

 
Yet to all who did receive him, to those who believed in 

his name, he gave the right to become children of God. 

(John 1:12) 

 

After the Reformation, it has been pretty much 

common Christian knowledge to confess that man is 

saved by faith in Christ. And yet, there seems to be quite 

a bit of confusion about what that saving faith really is. 

Maybe it is because we too often mix up the 

atonement and the salvation. 

 

We need to understand that the forgiveness of sins 

does not depend on our works, nor does it depend on 

our faith. For there is nothing we can do, or not do, to 

change that which has already happened. All our sins 
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have been forgiven because of what Jesus did on Calvary 

two thousand years ago. 

There is absolutely nothing more to be added to it, 

not by Jesus, not by the Father, not by us or anybody 

else. Just as Jesus himself said: “It is finished.” (John 

19:30) 

 

But while it is the cornerstone of the Christian faith 

that we have all been atoned through Christ’s death, it is 

through His life, by our faith in the resurrected, we will 

be saved. Apostle Paul phrased the distinction like this: 

Since we have now been justified by his blood, how 

much more shall we be saved from God’s wrath through 

him! For if, while we were God’s enemies, we were 

reconciled to him through the death of his Son, how much 

more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through 

his life! (Romans 5:9-10) 

 

In Paul’s vocabulary, ‘believing in Jesus’ refers to our 

relationship with him. We are saved by believing in a 

person, by receiving the life of Jesus within us, through 

the Holy Spirit. 

While the whole of mankind was truly redeemed on 

Calvary, the ones to be saved are those who accept Jesus 

and believe in Him. 

If you declare with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and 
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believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, 

you will be saved. (Romans 10:9) 

 

Indeed, it is crucial that we understand this biblical 

difference: the atonement in Christ is based on His 

sacrificial death a long time ago, in the past, but our 

salvation relies on the fact that He is alive today, and we 

can receive Him into our lives. For if we merge these two 

sides of the gospel, we will inevitably be led astray. 

Either we begin to think that the universal 

forgiveness must obviously lead to universal salvation, 

or, maybe more likely, because it is unthinkable that 

everyone would be saved, we end up believing that the 

forgiveness has to depend on us, our wholehearted 

repentance. 

And since we see no difference between the 

forgiveness and the salvation, we conclude falsely that 

man must be saved by faith in the forgiveness. 

So, without even realizing it, we begin to teach 

conditional atonement, misdirected faith, and salvation 

which is no longer based on the living relationship with 

Jesus. And we still wonder why the 'gospel' we preach 

bears so little fruit! 

 

Christian life is all about giving yourself wholly to 

your loved one. Therefore, in the Bible, our relationship 
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with Jesus is often compared to engagement, wedding 

and marriage. And to take care of that relationship, it 

would be very good for us to give up all conscious sin, 

for several reasons: 

 

First, it always hurts the Holy Spirit when we commit 

sin. That alone should be a good enough reason for us to 

avoid any wrongdoings. But the gravity of that thought 

obviously depends on how much we appreciate that 

relationship. 

Secondly, we should remember how our sins affect 

the people around us. Even when we are too blind to 

admit it. By choosing a life of sin we effectively deny our 

closest ones the love and joy they were meant to receive 

through us. 

And, for the last, one cannot drink of the cup of sin 

without being poisoned. Ultimately, the one person you 

hurt the most by leading a sinful life is you. How 

different your life could be, with the Spirit of God 

leading and empowering you all the time. 

 

In the New Covenant, we are, in fact, called to a much 

deeper surrender than before. For in the Old Testament, 

people were prompted to confess and give up only their 

bad deeds. But now, we are asked to give up all our 

deeds, both good and bad, everything. According to 
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Jesus, we are to receive the Kingdom of God like a little 

child, as a gift. 

Understanding and accepting the Good News is so 

tremendously important because it has the power to set 

us free. Now that we no longer have to work hard to 

become forgiven, saved and loved by God, we are free to 

love Him back. 

And by discovering the love and acceptance of the 

Father, we finally begin to have a grasp of the 

relationship that God has planned for us all along.  
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

Judgment Day 

 
I can still remember crawling towards the church on 

the first anniversary of my ordination. I had been 

ordained on the last Sunday before the Advent in 

November 1989. That day, I had not needed to preach, 

for the task obviously belonged to the Bishop. But now, 

one year later, there was no escape. 

The cross-shaped church of the little country village 

called Maaninka was the second largest wooden church 

in Finland, with room for over a thousand worshippers. 

I had no idea how many would actually be there, but I 

most certainly did not want to be one of them. 

Not today, not this Sunday. 

 

The last Sunday of the church year is called by 

different names depending on denomination. The Feast 
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of Christ the King had to be the most magnificent I had 

ever heard of. But I had always found the Finnish 

Lutheran version the most appropriate: the Judgment 

Sunday. Even now as I was forced to prepare for my first 

sermon on the theme, I was terrified. No matter how 

many times I tried to read the text, it just kept 

condemning me. Searching, judging, dooming. 

How could I ever be certain that Jesus was going to 

let me go through the Gates of Heaven? How could 

anybody be? What would I be able to say to others? Not 

feeling so great about my own sermon was nothing new 

to me, but I had never felt so beaten up before delivering 

it. 

 

The Gospel Lesson was from Matthew 25. As I read it 

once more, the words were like a hundred nails, 

relentlessly piercing my anxious soul. 

When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the 

angels with him, he will sit on his glorious throne. All the 

nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate 

the people one from another as a shepherd separates the 

sheep from the goats. He will put the sheep on his right 

and the goats on his left. Then the King will say to those 

on his right, “Come, you who are blessed by my Father; 

take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you 

since the creation of the world.     
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For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I 

was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a 

stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you 

clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in 

prison and you came to visit me.” 

Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when did 

we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you 

something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and 

invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? When did 

we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?” 

The King will reply, “Truly I tell you, whatever you did 

for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, 

you did for me.” 

 

Then he will say to those on his left, “Depart from me, 

you who are cursed, into the eternal fire prepared for the 

devil and his angels. For I was hungry and you gave me 

nothing to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me nothing to 

drink, I was a stranger and you did not invite me in, I 

needed clothes and you did not clothe me, I was sick and 

in prison and you did not look after me.” 

They also will answer, “Lord, when did we see you 

hungry or thirsty or a stranger or needing clothes or sick 

or in prison, and did not help you?” 

He will reply, “Truly I tell you, whatever you did not do 

for one of the least of these, you did not do for me.” 
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Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the 

righteous to eternal life. (Matthew 25:31-46) 

 

 

I have no recollection of my sermon that day. 

Somehow, I managed to struggle through it. But ever 

since that Sunday, the words of Jesus continued to haunt 

me. 

Over the next twenty-five years, I came across 

countless attempts to interpret that Bible passage. 

Every single one of those forced interpretations seemed 

to fall short. They left me frustrated and sad, striving to 

discover at least a drop of grace in the text, but not being 

able to find one. 

It seemed unescapable. Eventually, we would all be 

judged by our deeds, regardless of the cross, regardless 

of the said atonement. Apparently, Jesus wanted to 

leave even his own disciples uncertain of their eternal 

fate. 

It was not until God cleared my distorted vision on 

the atonement and the faith in Christ that it all became 

clear.  

Suddenly, I realized I had never grasped the true 

meaning of Jesus’ words before. 

 

There is no way around it. This Bible passage will 
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always remain impossible to understand until we 

become immersed in those two simple truths about the 

gospel: 

1) On the cross of Calvary, Jesus gave His life for all 

people in the world, atoning for their every sin, once and 

for all. 

2) Now that all the sins are atoned for, the salvation 

of man depends solely and exclusively on his 

relationship with Jesus. 

 

Upon remembering these two fundamentals, the 

words of Jesus will suddenly become quite trivial, self-

evident.  Well, then... Let’s try it again. 

 

If we take a closer look at the text, we perceive quite 

clearly that the judgment is not about deeds or works 

per se, but to whom we have done them. Jesus says that 

every nation, people and individual in this world will be 

judged according to how they have related to Him 

during their earthly life.  

The end of the day, the only thing that will matter is 

how we have treated the Lord, i.e. what we have done or 

left undone to Jesus himself.  

 

Secondly, Jesus assures His followers that, as His 

witnesses, they are truly his ambassadors in this world. 
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They represent the Kingdom of God. Wherever the 

disciples are, the King himself will also be. For through 

His Spirit, Jesus dwells within His brothers and sisters, 

within even ‘the least of them’.  

Because of this, just as people have either received or 

rejected His disciples, they have indeed received or 

rejected Jesus himself too. And that will eventually 

determine their fate on the last day. The same truth can 

also be found in Matthew 10: 

 

Anyone who welcomes you welcomes me, and anyone 

who welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me. 

Whoever welcomes a prophet as a prophet will receive a 

prophet’s reward, and whoever welcomes a righteous 

person as a righteous person will receive a righteous 

person’s reward. 

And if anyone gives even a cup of cold water to one of 

these little ones who is my disciple, truly I tell you, that 

person will certainly not lose their reward. (Matthew 

10:40-42) 

 

This is what Jesus said. Come to think of it, it is 

amazing how the words of encouragement can become 

a source of fear, if not understood correctly. How much 

joy and assurance have been denied from the people of 

God because of the long history of the erroneous 
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teaching on God’s grace? And how much more love has 

the Father had in His heart, all the time. 

Very truly I tell you, whoever hears my word and 

believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be 

judged but has crossed over from death to life. (John 5:24) 

 

There will be people who will not be saved, that is a 

fact for sure. But we need to understand that because of 

what Jesus did on Calvary, it is not according to our 

deeds we will be judged. 

Actually, the judgement will go way beyond any 

single wrongdoing, for it is the state of our heart that 

will be measured. 

The essence of all sin is rebellion. And as such, it is 

rooted much more deeply than our bad deeds. After all, 

we may have a rebellious heart even if our works seem 

utterly blameless.  

After the gracious atonement on Calvary, our state of 

heart will be brought into light and evaluated through 

one thing only: how we respond to Jesus—whether we 

accept or reject the Son of God. 

 

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and 

only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but 

have eternal life. 

For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn 
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the world, but to save the world through him. 

Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but 

whoever does not believe stands condemned already 

because they have not believed in the name of God’s one 

and only Son. (John 3:16-18)  
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

A Night to Remember 

 
Besides the monotonous chirping of the unseen band 

of crickets, accompanied by the constant, erratic crackle 

of the firewood, there were no sounds breaking the 

silence. The restless dance of the flames did the best it 

could, pushing back the sudden coolness of the 

darkening night. 

The two men watching the fire seemed to be lost in 

their thoughts. In the serenity of the Mediterranean 

night, it felt almost like time had paused, strangely 

overlapping the past, the present and the future under 

the pale shimmer of the waning moon. 

 

“You are thinking of him, aren't you…?” said the man 

with graying hair, frowning. “Me too, although it's not 

quite the same.” 
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“I do miss him”, the younger one said with a quiet 

voice. 

“Good thing he is not far.” 

“Yup.” The lad stood up, apparently not ready to talk. 

“I'll get some more wood.” He walked away, leaving his 

well-meaning friend alone for a moment. 

 

The old man had his own memories. Some of them 

sharp like stings, always tormenting him in solitary 

moments like this. Too often had he been haunted by his 

past, by the images of men and women thrown 

mercilessly in prison, along with their children. Quite a 

few of those prisoners getting killed. They all deserved 

it, he had thought at the time. Now he knew better. So 

much better. 

Tears were rolling down his cheeks. He could not 

fathom such love. It was beyond him that the Son of God 

had been willing to give his life for him on the cross, 

forgiving it all—while at the same time all he was 

dreaming of was persecuting and killing more 

Christians. 

 

The young man returned, carrying a few logs in his 

arms. 

“How was your week, by the way?” the old man 

asked, trying to shake off his mood. 
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“Good, of course.” 

Of course. Obviously, the guy had never had a cloudy 

day in his life. He had no sinful past, no haunting images 

in his head. A fisherman's son, who came across this 

Jesus and began to follow him with his older brother. 

Just like that. Sometimes it was plain infuriating. 

“Johnny boy, do you ever even feel the need to 

repent?” 

“I'm sorry?” 

“I mean, don't you ever get that feeling? You know, 

the I’m-the-greatest-sinner-there-is type of a thing?” 

“Uhm… I don't think so. Why, should I?” 

 

They’d had similar discussions before, several times. 

It was not that they didn’t share the same faith. They just 

had such very different histories. In fact, their 

backgrounds couldn’t have been much more different.  

“I think you should read my letter to Romans. And the 

other letters, too, so you could have a better grasp of 

what depths of self-examination I’ve had to go through.” 

“Uh-huh…” 

“You know, we must never forget our past.” 

Johnny thought of his dad's fishing boat and the 

beautiful sunsets at the glimmering lake. And he 

remembered how the teachings of Jesus always touched 

his heart. 
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“I remember seeing the light”, the young man said, 

pondering. “It was brighter than anything I had seen 

before. The light was Jesus himself. I think that was my 

repentance, acknowledging the Lord, stepping into that 

light. And I knew I would never want to go away.” 

The old man didn't say anything for a while. Then he 

went on: “But still, I believe reading my letters would be 

good for you. They are fairly easy to read.” 

“If you say so.” 

 

Suddenly there was movement in the dusk close by. 

Another young man approached the campfire. 

“Hi there! May I join you?” 

“Sure thing! Come on closer, it's pretty chilly out 

there”, the old man said. 

The young fellow sat down by the fire. 

“Hello, I'm Gus. Nice to meet you.” 

“Hi Gus, I'm Johnny. And this is my good old friend…” 

“Oh my, of course I know who you are, sir. It is such 

an honor to meet you in person! I've read all your 

letters.” 

The old man smiled, slightly flattered.  

“Sounds great, son. I wish all the young people had”, 

he said, not looking at Johnny. 

“But how did you get hold of all of them…?” 

“Good thing I managed to find them in Latin. My 
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Greek is lousy.” 

The old man looked even more puzzled. 

 

“However, now that we are here, there is something I 

would really like to ask you”, Gus continued, seemingly 

excited. “I have just been wondering if liberum arbitrium 

captivatum can really be called liberum arbitrium at all 

before it is turned to liberum arbitrium liberatum? And 

at what point exactly does that change happen, the 

liberum arbitrium captivatum becoming the said 

liberum arbitrium again? If it does indeed do so?” 

Gus fixed his eyes on the old man who was just about 

to give the answer when an abrupt fit of coughing made 

it impossible for him to speak. It took him so long to 

recover that Gus dropped another question: 

“Have you ever been to Rome? That’s a great city, full 

of life…” A sudden glimpse of sadness shadowed his 

face. “Full of everything.” 

Johnny shook his head. The old man said: “No, I have 

not been to Rome yet, either. But I do know some people 

there.” 

“You have to see the Colosseum!” Gus said, full of 

excitement. 

“Really! They arrange all kinds of activities there, 

with lions and all. That could make a terrific site for a 

good philosophical debate.” 
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“I have been to Athens, though”, the old man said. 

“And speaking of intellectual debates, I can still 

remember my speech at the Areopagus. I was trying to 

persuade the Greeks, make them convinced about the 

gospel by appealing to their intellect. That was a great 

sermon—except that it wasn't. It was a disaster.” 

“Oh, I could’ve given you a few good tips”, Gus smiled. 

“I'm very good at rhetoric…” 

“But that experience taught me a lot. After leaving 

Athens I had to walk about fifty miles to get to Corinth. 

It took me two days. No, it gave me two days to think 

about what had happened. And when I reached Corinth, 

I knew exactly what I needed to do.” 

The eyes of the old, seasoned preacher were shining 

bright. “In my recent letter to the congregation I 

reminded them about the day I arrived in Corinth.” 

And so it was with me, brothers and sisters. When I 

came to you, I did not come with eloquence or human 

wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about God. 

For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you 

except Jesus Christ and him crucified. I came to you in 

weakness with great fear and trembling. My message and 

my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, 

but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that 

your faith might not rest on human wisdom, but on God’s 

power. (1 Corinthians 2:1-5) 
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“Look, son, since that day I have never put my trust in 

rhetorical skills again.” 

For a moment Gus didn't say anything. Then he 

continued in a somewhat subdued voice: 

“There is something in your letters that I have always 

been able to relate to. I know what you mean when you 

teach about the sinful desires of the flesh. My life has 

been… Less than perfect. Before I became a Christian, I 

did all kinds of things. The chains of sin are so strong.” 

Gus couldn't lift his eyes. 

“Gus, you know what Jesus did on Calvary, don’t 

you?” 

“Yes, of course I know the gospel. I know that God 

forgives me as I come to him and repent, because of 

Jesus. God is full of grace, for he has chosen me to be 

saved.” 

The words were uttered promptly. But maybe just a 

little bit too quickly. “I have to say your teachings mean 

the world to me. And I want to spread them to the whole 

world, too.” 

 

Johnny had been silent for a long time. “Uhm, have 

you read anything I have written, by any chance?” 

Gus looked at Johnny as if realizing right then that he 

was still there. “Oh… Yes, of course. Word and light and 

all that. Very eloquent, very philosophical.” 
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“But I'm sorry, I really have to move on. Busy, busy, 

busy… I was just ordained a priest a little while ago and 

now I’m on the fast track to become a bishop. It was nice 

to meet you two. Blessings!” The next moment he was 

gone. 

 

“Whoa, the guy is a real talker. He’s going to get a lot 

of followers”, Johnny said. 

“I guess he is alright. I'm just wondering if he has got 

it all right. You know what I mean.” 

The old man dropped a fresh log onto the fire. 

 

 

 

 

- - - - - 
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Another Terrific Read: 

 

CHILDREN OF GOD 

 

 

Children of God is a touching true story about faith 

and fear, letting go and trust—and God's detailed 

provision in the middle of impossible situations. 

The events primarily took place in Ontario, Canada, 

where the Sarentos used to live along with their three 

little children. 

 

Through their life story, Markku and Johanna Sarento 

teach about the faithfulness and love of God with a fresh 

and inspiring touch. The book offers new perspectives 

on many of the most essential views of the Christian 

faith. 

 

 

 


