
LESSON 4: 

What Did God Do to Accomplish Our Salvation? 
 

Summary 

Salvation is commonly seen as just the work of atonement and forgiveness of 
sin, but the work of salvation which God has wrought includes not only the 
crucifixion of Christ Jesus, but also His resurrection and the outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit upon God’s people on the Day of Pentecost.  Thus, all three Persons 
of the Godhead are involved in the work of salvation, making it a truly 
Trinitarian activity.  Understanding this lays the groundwork for explaining 
how this applies to us as Christians. 

I. Introduction and Review 

In Part I of the course, we looked at why God saved mankind.  God 
intended for man to glorify Him throughout creation by bearing His image and by 
enjoying communion with Him.  This exalted position was established in the 
Covenant of Life (also known as the Covenant of Works) that God made with 
Adam.  Adam possessed true knowledge, original holiness, and righteousness 
relative to God Himself and to creation.  Adam would have gone on to an even 
more intimate communion with God had he passed his probation of temptation in 
the Garden of Eden by speaking God’s word to his wife and to the serpent and by 
expelling the serpent to maintain the sanctity of the Garden.  Adam, however, 
failed in his role as God’s original Prophet, Priest and 
King thereby plunging himself and his posterity into a 
state of corruption that affected all humanity.  Adam’s 
sin was not simply transgression against God’s laws, 
nor just falling short of what God intended for man.  
Rather, it was—and still is—personal rebellion against 
and a direct affront to God Himself.  For this reason, 
God utterly hates sin and is right to judge it. 

We looked at these things because there is a 
persistent tendency for people—even Christians—to 
denigrate the pre-Fall high status of man, deny the 
seriousness of sin, and dismiss the idea of God as 
judge.  Such tendencies eviscerate the Gospel.  At the 
same time, this background sets the stage for why 
salvation is necessary.  Indeed, God has not given up 
on having communion with His people.  God’s work 
of salvation was thus needed to restore His people 
positionally before Him and to renew His image in 
them.  In this lesson, we will shift from looking at why 
salvation was needed and toward examining the acts 
that God did to accomplish salvation for us. 

Preparation 

1. Read Acts 9:1-11.  
Four things which occur 
throughout Paul’s 
writings are our union 
with Christ, the necessity 
of the resurrection, grace, 
and the indwelling of the 
Holy Spirit.  How are 
those things present in 
his conversion on the 
road to Damascus. 



II. Paul and the Triad of Salvation 

In describing God’s work in salvation, we usually begin and end with the 
cross and the crucifixion.  To get an appreciation for the broader scope of salvation 
and the interlocking nature of its different aspects, it will be useful to look instead 
at Paul’s encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus.  That encounter not only 
lead to Paul’s conversion, but experientially was the basis for the key themes of 
salvation he would later expound in his writings, namely: union with Christ, the 
necessity of the resurrection, the grace of God apprehended by faith and the 
indwelling of the Holy Spirit.  Let’s look at Acts 9:1-19 
to see each of these in turn. 

Union with Christ.  Paul (at that time, Saul) was 
on the road to Damascus because he had been 
authorized by the Sanhedrin to arrest anyone associated 
with the nascent Christian movement (i.e., “The Way,” 
Acts 9:2) and bring them back to Jerusalem to face 
imprisonment or execution.  When Christ confronts 
him, notice what He says to Paul: he first asks, “Why are 
you persecuting Me?” and then when Paul asks for 
clarification as to who He actually is, Christ identifies 
Himself and Jesus, and repeats that He is the One who 
Paul is persecuting.  Christ’s twofold repetition here 
makes the point emphatic, and yet from Paul’s 
perspective, Jesus of Nazareth was dead, executed by 
Pontius Pilate; reports of Him being alive were to Paul’s 
mind disinformation spread by Jesus’s disciples, who 
somehow had stolen His body.  Paul was clearly 
persecuting Christians, but Christ indicates that Paul’s 
persecution of them was equivalent to persecuting Jesus 
Himself.  Jesus fully identifies Himself with His people, 
and this is consistent with how He speaks in the Gospels (e.g., Matt. 25:31-46).  This 
union is not a mystical union in the sense that Christ’s essence and that of His 
people somehow merge.  God’s people do not become Christ in some New Age 
manner.  Rather, the union is a relational and spiritual union.  Paul would later 
liken this to marriage in his letter to the Ephesians (Eph. 5:32).  The closeness of 
this union highlights that what happens to the one party, happens to the other.  
Paul draws out this identity in multiple places, but especially in Romans 6:1-11: 

What shall we say then? Shall we continue in sin that grace may abound? 
Certainly not! How shall we who died to sin live any longer in it? Or do you not 
know that as many of us as were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His 
death? Therefore, we were buried with Him through baptism into death, that just 
as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should 
walk in newness of life.  For if we have been united together in the likeness of His 
death, certainly we also shall be in the likeness of His resurrection, knowing this, 
that our old man was crucified with Him, that the body of sin might be done away 
with, that we should no longer be slaves of sin. For he who has died has been freed 

Observation 

2. How does Paul 
describe our union with 
Christ in Ephesians 5:32 
and Romans 6:1-11? 
 
3. Read Rom. 6:1-11.  
Have you ever heard of 
the idea that we are 
united to Christ?  What 
do you think it means? 



from sin. Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with Him, 
knowing that Christ, having been raised from the dead, dies no more. Death no 
longer has dominion over Him. For the death that He died, He died to sin once for 
all; but the life that He lives, He lives to God. 
Likewise, you also, reckon yourselves to be dead 
indeed to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus our 
Lord. 

Throughout Paul’s writings are references to being “in 
Christ” or some variation thereof.  Because God’s people 
are in union with Christ, the penalty that Christ bore for 
our sins applies to us (what theologians would call His 
“passive” obedience).  Similarly, the righteousness He 
earned through His sinless life (i.e., His “active” 
obedience) also conveys to us.  This is not for merely 
show purposes; it affects a real change in status before 
God. 

The Necessity of the Resurrection.  Although it 
is obvious from the account in Acts 9, it bears repeating 
that the One who Paul encountered on the road to 
Damascus was none other than the resurrected Christ, unveiled in full glory.  As a 
Pharisee, Paul no doubt believed in a general resurrection at the end of time, but 
he certainly did not expect to see Christ resurrected in that moment.  Paul would 
later tell the believers in Corinth (1 Cor. 15:12-19), 

Now if Christ is preached that He has been raised from the dead, how do some 
among you say that there is no resurrection of the dead?  But if there is no 
resurrection of the dead, then Christ is not risen.  And if Christ is not risen, then 
our preaching is empty, and your faith is also empty.  Yes, and we are found false 
witnesses of God because we have testified of God that He raised up Christ, who 
He did not raise up—if in fact the dead do not rise.  For if the dead do not rise, then 
Christ is not risen.  And if Christ is not risen, your faith is futile; you are still in 
your sins!  Then also those who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished.  If in 
this life only we have hope in Christ, we are of all men the most pitiable.  But now 
Christ has risen from the dead and has become the firstfruits of those who have 
fallen asleep. 

The resurrection for Paul is essential to salvation.  If we are in union with Christ 
and Christ did not rise from the dead, then, as Paul says, we are still dead in our 
sins.  The resurrection of Christ exhibits God’s triumph over even death itself, 
points to our own eventual resurrection in perfection, and enables Christ, as the 
Apostle John separately puts it, to be our Advocate with the Father (1 John 2:1 cf. 
Heb. 9:24).  Christ’s resurrection enables our new life. 

The Grace of God Apprehended by Faith.  People often associate Paul 
with the doctrine of justification by faith alone because of the role that doctrine 
had in the Reformation.  Nevertheless, this is really a subset of the idea of grace 
alone.  In Paul’s experience, the fact that Jesus appeared to him in full glory and 

Observation 

4. Read 1 Cor. 15:12-19.  
In Paul’s view, is the 
resurrection of Christ a 
necessary part of 
salvation?  Why do you 
think that is the case? 



twice charged Paul with persecuting Jesus Himself, yet nevertheless spared him—
indeed, even more amazingly, chose him to carry the Gospel to the Gentiles—is a 
thoroughgoing testament to God’s unmerited favor.  Moreover, that experience 
was only reinforced when Ananias—an individual who Paul probably would have 
had arrested had Christ not intervened—came to him and restored his sight after 
he had been blinded on the Damascene Road.  Such grace brought into focus the 
work that Christ had done on the cross in providing unmerited atonement for His 
people by being a propitiation for their sins, that is, by turning away God’s wrath.  
Paul, the self-righteous Pharisee, came to see in an instant that salvation is by no 
means through our works, but through God’s grace.  We are justified before God 
by grace alone, apprehended through faith alone, and that changes our status to 
bring us into a righteous standing before God.  We will talk about this in more 
detail in a few lessons when we delve into justification and adoption. 

The Indwelling of the Holy Spirit.  Paul’s 
letters are suffused with direct and indirect references 
to the Holy Spirit and the Holy Spirit also figures 
prominently in Acts, not surprisingly given Luke’s 
connections to Paul.  Just before His ascension to the 
Father, Jesus told His disciples to stay in Jerusalem for 
the moment because they would shortly be baptized by 
the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:5, 8).  The Spirit came to 
observant Jews at Pentecost (Acts 2), subsequently to 
Gentiles (Acts 10:44-48) and then even to Paul himself, 
again as noted, through the ministration of Ananias 
(Acts 9:17).  Paul is not the only Apostle to talk about 
the Holy Spirit in the New Testament.  The Apostle 
John, for example, quotes Jesus very clearly and 
extensively about the necessity for the coming of the 
Holy Spirit who would dwell within believers (John 
14:16-18), convict the world of sin, righteousness, and 
judgment, guide believers in truth, and glorify Christ Himself (John 16:5-15).  Jesus 
even told His disciples that it was actually good for them to have Him go away so 
that the Spirit could come to them.  Indeed, Paul in various places suggests that it 
is the Spirit who unites us to Christ (see, e.g., 1 Cor. 2:10-16 and 6:17).  As we will 
see in future lessons, the indwelling of the Spirit is vital to the renovative aspect of 
our salvation. 

Paul’s conversion experience shows that more was involved than simply 
an appreciation for what Christ did on the cross at Calvary; the resurrection and 
Pentecost were fundamental aspects of God’s work of salvation as well.  Often, 
when we think about what Christ did for us in salvation we inevitably think of the 
cross and with good reason: it was at the cross that Jesus bore the penalty for our 
sins.  But an exclusive focus on the cross begs the question as to the significance of 
the resurrection and Pentecost.  These can almost seem to be afterthoughts, more 
displays of God’s power than being of one piece with the cross in the economy of 
salvation.  Yet in truth, the crucifixion, resurrection, and the outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit form a triad of essential events of salvation.  Our salvation would not 

Observation 

5. Read John 14:16-18, 
16:5-15, and Acts 1:5-8.  
How important does 
the Lord Himself see 
the outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit?  What will 
the Spirit do? 



be complete if all three events had not taken place.  The fifty days from Passover 
to Pentecost in AD 30 was the focal point for God’s mighty acts of deliverance 

III. The Necessity of the Triad 

To say that this triad of God’s saving acts is important probably seems self-
evident, and it is easy for us to simply take it for granted.  To make the point more 
tangible to us, however, it is worth considering for a 
moment the implications for our salvation if we did not 
have each of these acts. 

If we did not have Christ’s atonement on the 
cross, what would we lose?  The easy and obvious 
answer is that we would lose the heart of salvation but 
what does that mean?  Let us drill down on what it 
means more specifically.  First of all, God’s justice 
would not have been satisfied and His wrath would 
not have been propitiated (Rom. 3:25, Heb. 2:17, 1 John 
2:2 & 4:10).  Our sin against God would still count 
against us and we would still be liable to His 
judgment.  Some might say that is only true if we view 
God as a wrathful God, not as a God of love.  That 
objection, however, fails to consider the fact that God 
made us in His image, to reflect His image, and to 
commune with Him as our highest good. For Him to waive off our sins would 
contradict both His purposes for us and His own holy character.  God is just and 
the standard for all justice.  He cannot ignore our offense against Himself, and 
indeed, were He to show such indifference in doing so that would not necessarily 
work in our favor: if He could so easily change His mind one way then He could 
do it the other way as well and we would have no basis for assurance that His 
legitimate claims of justice have been satisfied.  He could come back against us at 
any time.  Christ’s death on the cross, however, satisfies the full penalty we His 
people deserved.  We are now truly at-one with God, and our status before Him 
is one of full pardon. 

If we did not have the resurrection, what would we lose?  Here we must 
return to the statement that Paul made in 1 Cor. 15:12-19ff.  By rising from the 
dead, Christ showed that not even death can thwart the purposes of God; He 
triumphed even over death itself.  That made His victory complete.  But if there is 
no resurrection, then not even God can overcome death.  God told Adam that if he 
were to eat of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil that he would surely 
die and thus, without the resurrection, death really would be final.  The finality of 
death would mean that injustices we have suffered in this life would not be 
vindicated.  Since Paul presumes that we are in union with Christ, if Christ is 
raised from the dead then His active and passive obedience applies to us; if He did 
not rise from the dead, then we do not have that.  Moreover, without triumphing 
over death, Christ could not claim the victory that would enable Him to sit at the 
right hand of the Father and be our intercessor.  We would have Christ’s example, 

Observation 

6. What would be lost 
from our salvation if we 
lacked the atonement, 
the resurrection, or 
Pentecost? 



but we would not have new life in Him. But Christ is our intercessor, He will 
vindicate His people, and we do have new life in Him. 

If we did not have Pentecost, what would we lose?  We would lose the 
outpouring of the Holy Spirit to dwell within us, to renew our hearts, convict of 
sin and judgment, motivate us toward righteousness, guide us in truth and enable 
us to glorify Christ.  Indeed, it is by the Spirit that we are united to and pointed to 
Christ.  Christ’s work would be, at best, an inspiration to us but it would not 
actually apply to us.  Ultimately, it would still be up to us to accomplish on our 
own merits, which would be impossible to achieve because of how we are 
enslaved to sin.  With the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, we have God working in 
our lives to sanctify us and bringing us into communion with Himself.  The 
outpouring of the Holy Spirit is the inauguration of the New Covenant, 
prophesied by the prophet Jeremiah in Jeremiah 31:31-34: 

Behold, the days are coming says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant 
with the house of Israel and the house of Judah—not according to the covenant that 
I made with their fathers in the day that I took them by the hand to lead them out 
of the land of Egypt, My covenant which they broke, though I was husband to 
them, says the LORD.  But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of 
Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will put My law in their minds, and write 
it on their hearts; and I will be their God , and they shall be My people.  No more 
shall every man teach his neighbor, and every many his brother, saying, ‘Know the 
LORD,’ for they all shall know Me, from the least of them to greatest of them, says 
the LORD.  For I will forgive the iniquity, and their sin I will remember no more. 

Without the cross, we would not have the atonement; without the 
resurrection, we would not have a Mediator with the Father; and without 
Pentecost we would not have the Holy Spirit working in our lives.  With this 
foundation set and clarified, we can now turn to look in greater detail at how this 
salvation applies to us. 

 
 



 


