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Praise for 12 Truths & a Lie 


“There are some common questions that most of us have asked, or likely will ask at some point in life. We may not always be able to find the words or the courage to ask them out loud, but at the very least, these are the questions our hearts have wrestled with. In Twelve Truths and a Lie, my friend and fellow pastor J.D. Greear gives refreshingly honest answers to your most poignant questions. Whether you’re the one asking the questions or you know someone who is, this book will be a great resource.”


—Kyle Idleman, senior pastor of Southeast Christian Church, and bestselling author of When Your Way Isn’t Working 


“Common questions for us all: If God is really in control, why is there so much suffering? If I’m really a Christian, why do I keep on sinning? When Paul said, ‘No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to man,’ you can basically apply that to questions too. Some of us are too afraid to ask our questions out loud. In Twelve Truths and a Lie, J.D. Greear not only asks the questions—he answers them. Part insight, part illustration, and totally honest; read to find the Biblical truth.”


—Mark Moore, teaching pastor of Christ Church of the Valley, and bestselling author of CORE 52 


“Doubts are familiar to all of us. But some of us are brave enough to verbalize them. And even courageous enough to pick up a book that promises to inform them. Twelve Truths and a Lie has the answers you need.”


—Brant Hansen, bestselling author of Unoffendable, and Life is Hard, Good is Good, Let’s Dance. 


“God revealed himself through Jesus, and He reveals himself through His Word. He is the One who wants us to seek and find—ask and know. In Twelve Truths and a Lie, you will find the answers to your most difficult questions. With wit and wisdom, J.D. Greear has straightforward resolutions to your most problematic inquiries. Read it and see.”


—Elyse Fitzpatrick, bestselling coauthor of Give Them Grace 


“For years, J.D. Greear has offered solid answers to the toughest questions on his popular podcast, Ask Me Anything. If you have a candid inquiry, he will craft a Biblical response with wit and whimsy. Twelve Truths and a Lie reads like a ‘questions hall of fame’ with points and principles to know and share with others. Get equipped.”


—Rusty George, lead pastor of Real Life Church, and author of After Amen 
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To Chad Price, Matt Miglarese, and Cliff Johnson who help me trust in the God who “calls into existence the things that do not (yet) exist.” We’re just getting started.


And to all of our faithful “Ask Me Anything” listeners and to the people of The Summit Church, whose questions inspired and shaped this book.







INTRODUCTION


The Lie


(That Keeps You from the Truths)


As a pastor, I get asked a lot of questions.


So many, in fact, that I created a podcast called Ask Me Anything that’s been listened to almost two million times. Our listeners submit some pretty good sticklers. Some of the best ones include:




	What color is God?


	Won’t heaven get boring after a while?


	Does God care if Duke wins their next game?


	Is reading Harry Potter books wrong?


	Do I have to close my eyes to pray?


	Can I play the lottery if I promise to give the church 10 percent?





I also pastor The Summit Church in North Carolina, which has a congregation of twelve thousand people and fifteen campuses in the Research Triangle, consistently rated one of the most educated places in the country.1 You don’t think I get some zingers from them too?


I used to get nervous when people reached out with questions. I’d think, What if they ask me something I don’t know? And sure, there’s plenty I don’t know. But over time, I’ve come to realize that most people generally ponder the same questions. I still get asked questions all the time, but they are rarely novel or surprising. Most questions center on the same issues. They may not be easy issues. But they’re incredibly common.


That’s the purpose of this book: to share with you the questions I hear most often—and the truths that flow from them. While these aren’t the only conundrums I’m asked, they rank in the top twelve. My guess is that some of your most pressing questions are in here too.


I also decided to include one lie in this book of twelve truths.


You know the game Two Truths and a Lie, right? You tell people two true bizarre-ish things about yourself and one lie. Everyone has to guess which is the lie. (For an extrovert like me, the game is a ton of fun. For introverts, it’s a nightmare.) Let’s do a round right now. Which one is the lie?




	Davy Crockett was my great, great, great, great uncle.


	I once shared avocado toast with Nicolas Cage.


	In high school, I placed fourth in the state spelling bee.





Which ones do you think are true, and which is the lie? You’ll have to wait until the final chapter to find out.


For those who couldn’t wait and just skimmed the last chapter to find out, welcome back. I think we have some stuff coming up in this book about patience that will be particularly relevant for you.


Back to our main point: Rather than only offering twelve truths, I decided to mix it up by including one lie as well.


Unlike the game, however, I’m not going to keep you in total suspense about the lie. In fact, the entire point of having a lie is to clarify what’s true. This lie has wreaked havoc in the hearts of many believers, and it’s time to call out the lie for what it is.


What is the lie? I’ll introduce it now, but you’ll have to wait until the closing chapter for the final answer to it. Here you go:


The lie: If you have doubts and difficult questions, you’re a bad Christian, or maybe not a Christian at all. 


In my two decades of being a pastor, I’ve learned that many people never voice their questions for fear that the question, or doubt, reveals some deeply problematic element of their faith. Real Christians, they assume, never have these questions. Christianity comes naturally for them.


I used to think like that. And when I finally got the courage to start asking some of my questions, I found that a lot of other people, some of whom had grown up in church, had the same ones but were afraid to ask. People in our congregation seem to connect with me the most when I verbalize a question I’ve always had about Christianity— and then attempt to answer it.


It’s okay to have questions. It’s actually good and healthy. Jesus’s disciples certainly did.


In a thought often attributed to nineteenth-century British pastor Charles Spurgeon, doubt is a foot poised to go forward or backward in your faith. If you’re honest with your doubts and seek the truth, I believe you’ll find your faith deepened, your mind enlightened, and your life enriched— all through a greater intimacy with God.


My prayer for you is that you will enter this book with a desire to be drawn closer to God in the process. Here’s my promise to you: I will answer each question according to what God’s Word says—the truth! You don’t need J. D. Greear’s opinions or insights on these things. You need to know what’s true. So I’ve done everything I can to remove myself and my preferences from the answers—especially if the question has to do with Duke. (While we’re on the topic, God doesn’t hate Duke. They did choose his archenemy, the devil, as their mascot, but I’m sure he finds a way to love them anyway.)


I hope this book finds its way to people checking out this faith-in-Jesus thing, to those who are new to the Christian life, and also to experienced Christians who are looking for ways to better answer similar questions when they’re asked at school, church, or work.


If you have more questions, I would love to hear them. Email your questions to requests@jdgreear.com. We might even devote an Ask Me Anything podcast to it!


J. D. Greear


May 2023
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How Can I Know for Sure I’ll Go to Heaven?


The other day I made a decision to sit in a chair. I walked into a room and saw the chair I wanted to sit in. I stood before it and said, “Oh great and mighty chair of chairs, thou art the goodest of chairs in all the universe. Whereforeas now I wish to sit in thy glory, completely surrendering myself to thee. I ask thee to be my personal chair. In the name of the manufacturer, the distributor, and the sales force, amen.”


Then I sat in the chair, and my life has never ever been the same.


Before you call the doctors, for real I have never asked a chair into my heart. I also have never approached a chair, flipped it over, tested the legs, researched the manufacturer, called the builders, checked reviews, quizzed a focus group, or asked around the office about what they thought of the chair before I sat in it.


Every day I put my faith in dozens of chairs. Some I’m very familiar with and some are absolute strangers to me.


I’ve used this example in church, even bringing people onstage to place their trust formally and officially in “The Chair,” and nobody has ever asked questions or examined the chair before sitting down. When I ask them to sit, they sit, having complete and total faith to surrender their life into that chair.


But think about it—it’s kind of risky. If that chair has a bad leg, the person could fall backward and either hurt or humiliate themselves. Or if a trapdoor was under the chair, a pit of alligators could be waiting for them. Or maybe it’s armed with an ejection mechanism and—boom!—through the ceiling and four hundred feet into the air they will go like Wile E. Coyote.


I’ve gone too far, so let me make my point: Relaxing onto a chair has some important similarities to becoming a Christian.


One of the questions I have been asked repeatedly throughout the years is: How can I know that I am a Christian? For that matter, what is a Christian, exactly?


Some people assume you can’t know and that God wants to keep you guessing. That way, they believe, you won’t take your salvation for granted. Instead, you’ll keep working at it, going to church, being nice, and paying all your parking fines—as if heaven is the ultimate carrot and hell is the ultimate stick.


Jesus, however, thought differently. He said, “And this is the will of him who sent me, that I should lose nothing of all that he has given me” (John 6:39).


Jesus sounded certain of who is on his side and who he will take to heaven. The trouble is, we often don’t. But I have yet to meet a Christian who doesn’t want to know, for certain, that they’re saved.


Stop Asking Jesus Into Your Heart


I wrote a book in 2013 called Stop Asking Jesus Into Your Heart. In it, I explained that if The Guinness Book of World Records had a record for the number of times someone had prayed the sinner’s prayer, I’m pretty sure I would hold it.


By the time I left for college, I had probably prayed the sinner’s prayer no fewer than five thousand times. You think I’m joking. I’m not. Every time a speaker gave an invitation to be saved, I’d take it. I’ve been saved in youth camps all over the nation, at least once in every denomination. I got baptized four times. It got pretty embarrassing. The church gave me my own locker in the backstage changing room—just in case. (That last one is a joke . . . but only barely.)


I just wanted to know. I desperately wanted to be sure I was a Christian. Salvation is not the kind of thing someone wants to be wrong about. I shivered in fear over the thought of standing in the heavenly check-in line while Peter (who, in popular lore, has been reduced to a heavenly concierge) says, “I don’t see your reservation with us. What’s your name again?” I could respond by saying, “Let me talk to your manager,” but that likely won’t get me anywhere. And by then it will be too late.


I first prayed a prayer when I was five, but then one day in Sunday school, my teacher read this passage in Matthew where Jesus was speaking to a group of really religious people.


Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord,” will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. On that day many will say to me, “Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your name?” And then will I declare to them, “I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.” (Matthew 7:21–23)


That was when the doubting started. I wondered, Am I part of the crowd Jesus doesn’t know and will one day say to them, “Get out of my face”? I mean, the people in Jesus’s list are not too shabby. They prophesied (preached)! They cast out demons! I don’t know about your church, but when you get assigned to be on the demon-exorcism squad at our church, you’re on varsity.


A recent Barna study showed that while 68 percent of Americans identify as Christian, two-thirds of that group have literally no regular presence in any kind of church, nor even a semblance of practice of the Christian faith. Many of them prayed the sinner’s prayer. But neither their lifestyles nor their worldviews are distinguishable from those of their non-Christian neighbors.2


Now, when these people hear that they need Jesus to be saved, they think, Oh . . . been there, done that. . . . I’ve prayed the prayer, filled out the card. I’m good. Even my grandma saw me do it. It was super meaningful. Her tearstains are still on the page. 


Most likely, the people in the Matthew 7 group have similar qualities:




	They prayed the sinner’s prayer.


	They read the Bible.


	They were active in their churches: they went on mission trips, memorized verses, or volunteered in the kids’ ministry.


	They felt bad about their mistakes and considered themselves moral people.





What Matthew 7 told me is that having prayed a prayer, being involved in church, feeling guilt, and memorizing the Bible won’t do you a lick of good in that final moment.


Maybe you’re saying, “Wait. I thought the Bible said that if you want to be saved, you just ‘call on the name of the Lord’ and ask Jesus into your heart” (Romans 10:13; Revelation 3:20). Yes, but that passage isn’t talking about praying a magical prayer. It is supposed to be an expression of repentance and faith in the gospel, which is not a quick-prayer thing, but a whole-life-reorientation thing.


By the way, I had a good time trying to explain the title of Stop Asking Jesus Into Your Heart to my nine-year-old daughter, Kharis. When I told her the title, she said, “Dad, why would you ever want to tell somebody not to do that?”


After I explained what I was trying to tell people— that it’s not the prayer that saves but the faith in Jesus that does—she responded, “Well, that doesn’t sound like a very long book. . . . How long is it?”


“About 120 pages,” I said.


“Oh, Dad, that’s too long. You could say that in about ten pages.” She was right. And that’s what this chapter is.


So that’s the question: What, exactly, is saving faith, and how can we know for sure we have it? Because it seems a lot of people who should have assurance don’t, and a lot of others have assurance . . . but shouldn’t.


Let’s talk about true salvation in Jesus Christ, and I’ll try to do it in about ten pages. Here you go, Kharis.


Give Me Some Credit


The real questions here are: Who belongs to God? Who does Jesus consider his followers? And who will go to heaven? In other words, who are the true Christians? 


This always leads me to the cliché question made popular by evangelist Billy Graham that went like this: “If you were to die tonight and stand before God, and if he were to ask, ‘Why should I let you into heaven?’—what would you say?” (For some reason, people only ever died at night in those days.)


Here’s what Scripture says: “To the one who does not work but believes in him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness” (Romans 4:5).


I had a seminary professor who said this was the most important verse in the New Testament. You may have other verses you consider to be your favorite, but Romans 4:5 is certainly the clearest explanation of what makes someone God’s child.


Becoming a child of God means understanding that you can do literally nothing yourself to be right with God and then believing that God has already done everything necessary to make you right with him, just as he said he did. These two things—the recognition that you couldn’t and the belief that God did like he said—define the faith that is counted as righteousness.


Let’s focus on that word counted. It comes from a very important Greek word, logizomai, which was used in accounting procedures. Logizomai meant that some value had been added to your account. If I owed a debt to the bank, whenever I paid back a portion of what I owed, that much would be credited, or logizomai’ed, to my account. Paul is saying that when God sees your trust in his promise to save you, he considers that a full account of perfect, sinless righteousness—even though those are not terms you’d use to describe your life. It’s not righteousness you earned, but righteousness Jesus earned and gifts to you.


The example Paul uses of logizomai in action is Abraham (Romans 4:3). Abraham was a hundred-year-old guy who God promised would have a child one day with his ninetyyear-old wife. But he still had no baby in his arms. So God said, “Go outside and look at the stars. That’s how many descendants you will have” (Genesis 22:17, paraphrased).


Abraham looked up, and in that moment he believed God would do what he’d promised. He believed God even though it was clearly an impossible promise. Because of his trust, the writer of Genesis says, God credited Abraham with a completely righteous life, even though he had lived nothing of the sort.


In the same way, when you believe that God sent Jesus to die for your sins and make you his forever child, he credits you with a completely righteous life even though you have lived nothing of the sort. It’s a gift you can only receive. If you’re trying to earn it, it’s not a gift. This is where so many people get tripped up before even starting the Christian life. They still think it is something they can do that makes them a child of God. Not only is that wrong, but it is bewilderingly depressing. You would always feel overwhelmed, not sure if you’ve done enough. Being overwhelmed gives way to exhaustion, and exhaustion gives way to despair. Then despair replaces any desire you have to know God with a resentment of him. You don’t want to be close to him; you want to avoid him. And eventually, resentment turns to hatred.


The good news is that being God’s child is something God gives you. Our place with God is not a hard-wrought position we earn, but a gift of grace accepted.


This is what separates the Christian message from every other religion in the world. Every other religion spells acceptance with God as D-O. Do good works. Do go to church, or mosque, or synagogue. Do keep the commandments.


The Bible spells acceptance with God not D-O, but D-O-N-E. It’s not what you do that makes you a Christian, but what he’s done that you receive.


But How Good Is Good Enough?


Maybe you do what many people do to make themselves feel good about their Christianity. They make up their own standard of goodness and congratulate themselves on meeting that standard. I call it “the good enough standard.” Also known as “the standard of better thans.”


I pray enough. I share my faith enough. I love my wife enough. Or. . .


I’m definitely better than the guy who just flipped me off from his Camaro with the Jesus-fish on the back. Or . . .


I’m pretty sure I’m one of the better moms in our large circle of friends. 


I used to be like that. I naturally compared myself to the bargain basement types and felt pretty good about where I was in my relationship with God. But then I noticed a few problems.


Problem 1


There were enough people out there to whom I didn’t compare well, which always had me worried. Our church would have missions Sunday, and I’d hear from the couple living in a hut in the Amazon who prayed for three hours every morning. And then I’d think, “I’m toast.” The question “How good is good enough?” will always end in despair.


Problem 2


Even when I defined my own standards, I wasn’t very consistent in keeping them. I found myself telling others “you should” and “you ought to” all the time. But in my own life, I didn’t follow through on all the good advice I was dishing out.


Problem 3 (The Biggie)


God doesn’t hold me up to my standards. He holds me up to his. And his “standard of righteousness” is Jesus Christ.


Uh-oh . . . But that’s precisely where the good news comes in: “To the one who does not work but believes in him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted as righteousness” (Romans 4:5).


Romans 4:5 establishes three characteristics of a recipient of this gift:




	Characteristic 1: You know you are “ungodly.” There is an inherent admission in what Paul says here. You know God requires thoroughgoing goodness, but your current state is far from it.


	Characteristic 2: “Does not work” means you do not think you can do anything to change your status. You’ve given up trying to earn God’s approval.


	Characteristic 3: You “believe in him” [God] who promised to justify the ungodly himself.





Let me put that another way as a sort of confession:




	I’m a sinner. 


	And there’s nothing I can do. 


	Except to trust you to take care of that, God, just like you said. 





Those three confessions are why the apostle Paul said Abraham’s faith was “counted as righteousness.” And this wasn’t just an Abraham thing. Paul continued: “But the words ‘it was counted to him’ were not written for his sake alone, but for ours also. It will be counted to us who believe in him who raised from the dead Jesus our Lord, who was delivered up for our trespasses and raised for our justification” (Romans 4:23–25).


In other words, “getting right with God” has nothing to do with your church attendance, prayer time, Bible reading, puppy petting, old ladies you’ve helped cross the street, degrees attained, or money given.


It has everything to do with believing in God who raised his Son, who died in your place for your sins, from the dead.


When we trust Jesus for our salvation and acknowledge him as Lord of our lives, God counts our belief as righteousness. When we accept Christ as our Savior, God gifts us Christ’s righteousness.


Christians Aren’t Perfect, but They Also Aren’t “Just Forgiven”


When God gifts us Christ’s righteousness, we’re not just forgiven for the wrongs we’ve done. We also get Christ’s perfect record credited to our account.


You see, Jesus was not just a dying Savior; he was a doing Savior. He lived the life we were supposed to live. God looks at us as if we’ve lived that perfect life. It’s hard to wrap your mind around the idea, but in God’s eyes, you get credit for all the amazing things Jesus did.


When God looks at J. D. Greear, he doesn’t see how many times I’ve prayed, how sincere I’ve been in my faith, how many books I’ve written, how nice I’ve been to my mother-in-law (that’s easy). . . . He sees Jesus’s record. When I came before God this morning, he saw me as if I were so full of tenderness that I forgave those who were crucifying me. As if I had so much faith I walked on water. As if I had so much self-control I resisted Satan to his face after fasting in the wilderness for forty days. God sees me that way because when he looks at me, he sees Jesus. So in his eyes, I’ve had a really good day.


Grace, Grace, and More Grace


When it comes to getting right with God, we are as good as dead. We can’t do anything to please, woo, bargain, or negotiate with God. Like an infertile Abraham and Sarah, we cannot birth anything good no matter how hard we try . . . and yet we were gifted righteousness. God sees you in the exact way he sees his Son.


You have nothing to offer God. God owes you zilch. He’s not in debt to you.


It’s only through his mercy (not getting what you do deserve) and grace (getting what we don’t deserve) that you can be counted right with God.


Why would he do that? Love.


“For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son . . .” (John 3:16).


Not love in response to our loveliness. Let’s be honest: You and I aren’t lovely people. (Me more than you) We’ve all battled our demons and wrestled with emotions. If we all tore off our masks at the same time, we’d be pretty horrified at how unlovely we all are.


And yet . . . God, before whom all things are “naked and exposed” (Hebrews 4:13), loves us. His eyes see all the dark shadows and hidden closets of each soul, sometimes with hate directed right at him—yet he loves us.


I don’t understand it. I don’t feel worthy of it. But I must believe it because Jesus said it. And I do. And now I see that believing in his love has produced the most incredible change in me. I want to serve God. I want to be close to him. I want to bring him pleasure. The sixteenth-century German reformer Martin Luther was right after all: God’s love is not a response to our loveliness; his love creates loveliness in us. Our loveliness is a response to his love, not vice versa.3


So what is a Christian, exactly?


Let’s go back to heaven’s front gate, where God is asking you: “Why should I let you into heaven?”


A true Christian would answer: “I am not good enough to enter, but you sent Jesus to die for my sins. He said he came to save me, and I believed him. I submitted to him. I’m trusting him as my sin-bearer and entry rite into heaven.”


And the gates of paradise will open wide.


Is that it? Is that all you have to say?


In one sense, yes. But it’s more than just words here. This is not a magic incantation. There’s a posture involved behind the words. Which brings me right back to my beloved chair. 
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