Foundation Course

Segment One

Full Christian Initiation
Part 3 - Faith

2 Corinthians 13:5

Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves. Do you not realise that Christ Jesus is in you — unless, of course, you fail the test?

Introduction

There’s an old saying: “If it walks like a duck, and it looks like a duck, and it sounds like a duck, then it’s a duck”.  But there are many who walk like a Christian and sound like a Christian, but are not a Christian.

There are many people who go to church.  There are many who consider themselves to be Christians.  Until a few decades ago, most people born in Britain assumed themselves to be Christians, because they thought of Britain as being a Christian nation.  Britain is Christianised, in the sense that its morality and its law are based more on its Judeo-Christian heritage than on any other philosophy (although less now that previously).  But Britain is no more a truly Christian nation than any other, except in the sense that a higher proportion of its inhabitants are Christians than in some other countries (and less than others).

The realisation in the last few decades that your nationality does not determine your spiritual condition has at least had this benefit: The church in Britain is perhaps more ready than it was to ask the question, “Examine yourselves.  Are you in the faith, or do you fail the test?”

All people are born outside the faith.  Some of as are saved into relationship with God through faith.  We become in the faith.  By God’s mercy, we come to believe the basic tenets of Christian belief, not merely intellectually but to the point where we base the rest of our lives of them. That is, we don’t just believe that they are true, we trust ourselves to God on the basis that they are true.  

If we do not have this faith, then studying doctrine, reading this or any other book, or doing all the charitable acts you can think of, will not get us to heaven.  We all need to examine ourselves, to see if we pass the test of faith.

All who truly believe the basic truths of Christian faith and consequently put their faith in God are born again as children of God.  What a privilege!  What a responsibility!  What a gift!  I haven’t written this book on doctrine for the sake of doctrine.  I’ve written it for the sake of life.  The truth about Jesus Christ is a matter of life and death.  

The definition of faith
The Greek word that is usually translated as “faith” is “pistis”.  It means “firm persuasion” or “a conviction based on hearing”.

The word “Faith” (as a translation of “pistis”) occurs 243 times in the NIV New Testament.  Other words or phrases based on “pistis” (faith, believe, have faith, belief, believers, believing, faith from first to last, faithful, given proof, pledge, trusted) occur another 21 times.

Faith is, of course, not an exclusively religious word; one can have faith in another person, or in an idea, or in a bridge – faith that it won’t collapse while you’re walking across it.  
It’s also worth noting that faith must be faith in someone or something.  People who talk about “having faith” without identifying what or who it is that they have faith in do not have faith at all – they just have a hope, based on no evidence, that things will turn out OK in the end.  Another phrase for this is “mindless optimism”.

Here, unsurprisingly, we are focussed on Christian faith, which is:

FAITH IN GOD AND IN JESUS CHRIST
Here are some definitions of Christian faith.
John Calvin wrote: 
We shall now have a full definition of faith if we say that it is a firm and sure knowledge of the divine favour toward us, founded on the truth of a free promise in Christ, and revealed to our minds, and sealed in our hearts, by the Holy Spirit.
Institutesof the Christian Religion 3:2,7.

The Heidelberg Catechism says: 
True faith is not only a sure knowledge whereby I hold for truth all that God has revealed to us in His Word, but also a firm confidence which the Holy Spirit works in my heart by the gospel, that not only to others, but to me also, remission of sins, everlasting righteousness and salvation are freely given by God, merely of grace, only for the sake of Christ’s merits.
The Westminster Catechism says:
Question 72: What is justifying faith?
Answer: Justifying faith is a saving grace, wrought in the heart of a sinner by the Spirit and Word of God, whereby he, being convinced of his sin and misery, and of the disability in himself and all other creatures to recover him out of his lost condition, not only assents to the truth of the promise of the gospel, but receives and rests upon Christ and his righteousness, therein held forth, for pardon of sin, and for the accepting and accounting of his person righteous in the sight of God for salvation.

My own (rather simpler) definition says much the same as the others, although it leaves out some of their nuances and subtleties.  It’s this: 
Faith is the firm confidence in a Christian’s heart that Jesus Christ has paid for his sin, that he has received eternal life, and that God’s favour is upon him.
Christian faith is more than a confidence that Christians are supposed to have this confidence.  It’s not enough to be sure that my leaders or my Christian friends have this confidence.  It’s having this confidence for myself.  And the true Christian can have this confidence, even when things seem to be going terribly wrong in his own life.
Here is a Biblical description of Christian faith:

Hebrews 11:6

... without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.

This says that true faith is faith in God being real and wanting to help us, and giving his son to redeem us.  
Faith that “Christian teaching is good ethics” or that “going to church will make me a nicer person” is OK – both these statements are (generally) true.  But such faith will never bring us forgiveness of sins.  Faith in ethics or in the church will never bring us into relationship with God.  We need faith in GOD HIMSELF.
Sometimes, people say “your faith must be a great comfort to you”.  But, in truth, they’re not quite on the money.  The truth is, God is a great comfort to me.  There’s a huge difference between faith in God and faith in religion (or faith in faith).

Faith means that we can trust God

Hebrews 11:1

Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.

Faith is based on logic, but it’s not the logic that derives from human empiricism; it’s the logic that derives from an understanding that God exists and that he can both promise and deliver according to his own agenda, as revealed in scripture.

Faith is logical.  A detailed explanation of this is beyond the scope of this book but, for example:

· Creation itself demonstrates beyond reasonable doubt that there is a creator God.

· If there is a creator God, and if we creatures understand logic, then He is logical.

· If there is a logical God, then it is reasonable to trust Him to deal honestly with us.

· If God died on the cross, to pay for my sins, then it is logical to trust Him.

Empiricism is the idea that if we do enough experiments, then we will find out the truth.  So, for example, if we toss a coin 100 times, it is likely to come up heads about 50 times and times about 50 times, so we deduce that these outcomes are equally likely.

Faith in God is not based on human experiments; it’s based on the word of God and the sacrifice of Jesus, the Son of God.  It’s based on the understanding that He exists and, if He exists, then He can do what he says He can do.

Righteousness Comes through faith in Jesus Christ
Some people find the gospel too easy.  They turn away because they think they have to pay something, or do something, to justify themselves.  But, as we will see later in this book, righteousness comes through faith alone.

Romans 3:21-24
21 But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. 22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.

We just read “Righteousness... comes through faith in Jesus Christ”.  Without faith in Jesus Christ, we are not Christians.  That is, we have not received forgiveness of sin or eternal life, because we have not yet been justified (see Segment 2, Chapter 5 for a discussion of justification) through that faith.  With this faith, we are Christians.  That is, we have received forgiveness of sin and eternal life, because we have been justified through that faith.

Here are some passages that show this:
John 6:28-29

28 Then they asked him, "What must we do to do the works God requires?"

29 Jesus answered, "The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent."

Romans 5:1-2

1 Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 2 through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God.

Galatians 3:26

You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus

Ephesians 2:8-9

8 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith — and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God — 9 not by works, so that no-one can boast.

This last passage says that, as well as accepting us because of our faith – regardless of how we have lived our lives up to that point – God even gives us that faith as an unearned gift.  

We see people who desperately want to understand how to become a Christian.  They want to know what they need to do to be saved.  And they struggle to understand the answers that those who are already Christians give them.  Then, one day, God in His mercy drops faith into their hearts, and they see that Jesus died for them.  And all they have to do is accept it, and it starts to make sense for them.  Saving faith is a gift from God. 
The definitive act of faith as part of Christian initiation

In becoming a Christian, a person makes a definitive act of faith.  This consists of two parts:
1) A decision to trust God for all of the rest of our life:
· Faith in God – faith that God loves you and has both the will and the means to help you to achieve wholeness, progressively on Earth and fully in Heaven
· Faith in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ to pay for your sins, so that you are justified before the throne of God, and to give you eternal life
This is sometimes called “saving faith”, because it’s enough faith for you to be born again – turned from a non-Christian into a Christian.
Having made this decision, it is important to make:
2) An initial act of trust:
· Praying, telling God that we believe that we have forgiveness of sins through the blood of Christ and that we accept God’s rule in our life, and asking for his help so that our lives may glorify him.

· Telling someone that we have given our lives to God.

When you become a Christian, you make a definitive act of faith – a decision that for the rest of eternity, you’re going to trust God.  This is the best decision you ever take, but it’s a life-changing decision because, until that moment, you probably thought you were supposed to trust your own judgement.  You would probably have learnt worldly proverbs like “look after number one”, “trust no-one” and “do unto others before they do unto you” but having faith in Christ means believing that He offers you a better way to live.  You realise that all your sins can be forgiven, and all of god’s power can be available to you for all eternity, so you turn to God.  
In doing this, you’re making a decision to trust God for everything, for ever.  You are, in fact, saying to God, “I’m not going to decide what to do for a living, I want you, Lord to tell me what to do for a living.  I’m not going to decide who to marry, I’m going to let you tell me who to marry.  I will join whichever church you want me to join.  I will live wherever you want me to live.  I will invest my money however you want me to invest it” and so on.
In one sense this is a real challenge but in another sense it’s an enormous relief.  God’s better at ordering our lives than we are.
The outworking of faith through the Christian life

We need faith day-by-day as we seek to live for God.
Also, at particular times of crisis or challenge, we are more acutely aware of this need.  When we need to see healing in our own life, or for a loved one, for example, we come back to the question of whether we truly have faith in God, and what we mean by that.

· Do we have faith in a God who saves but doesn’t help? 

· Do we have faith in a God who forgives most sin but not my sin?

· Do we have faith that God can get us through our current crisis?
· Do we have faith that God can grow our church?

· Do we believe that God truly loves us and wants us to have what’s best for us?

· Do we really believe that God is in control?

· Do we believe that we still have the saving faith that we once had?

In truth, the faith that God gives us at conversion never wears out and never deserts us, but we can feel like it sometimes.

Also, we sometimes need a special GIFT of faith (1 Corinthians 12:9) not only (for example) that God can heal the sick, not only that God does heal sick people, but that God will heal the sick person we are praying for right now.

But, if we have genuinely become Christians, then faith that God loves us and that Jesus died and rose again, and that by doing so he paid for our sin and gave us eternal life, will be with us all the time.
A Warning

In our generation, we’ve fallen into the mistake of seeing faith as a set of credits that we have built up that we can exchange for God’s intervention.  When we don’t see prayer answered in the way we had hoped, they say that we “didn’t have enough faith”.  
Sometimes, when our prayers for other people seem to be unanswered, we burden them further by accusing them of “not having enough faith” and claim that that is why they didn’t receive the hoped for answer to prayer.  This is abuse.  
And it’s not Biblical – the Bible gives us a number of examples of God doing things without the person who benefited “having faith” that the prayer would be answered.  And Jesus says we can move mountains with faith the size of a mustard seed! (Matthew 17:20). We don’t need a lot of faith!  
But faith isn’t faith for something; it’s faith in God.  The important question isn’t how big our faith is; it’s how big God is.  And He’s big enough.  The question isn’t how much faith we’ve got, it’s who we’ve got faith in.
When we’re praying, we can fall in to the mistake of taking our focus off God, and instead monitor how much faith we think we’ve got.  This isn’t faith in God any more, it’s faith in faith.  And it’s crazy.  We’ve fallen back into a gospel based on what we do.  We’re trying to impress God with how much faith we’ve built up “Hey, God, I’ve been praying about this for ages, and look, I’ve got this big bag of faith!  I reckon one healing equals three-and-a-half pounds of faith...”  Where is grace in this?
It’s God Himself who hears us because He’s merciful, not because we’ve impressed Him.  We need faith in God.  We must guard against having faith in our faith.

Receiving and developing Faith

Our faith in God should grow over time.
2 Corinthians 10:15

Our hope is that, as your faith continues to grow, our area of activity among you will greatly expand
2 Thessalonians 1:3  

We ought always to thank God for you, brothers, and rightly so, because your faith is growing more and more
One means that God uses to grow our faith is preaching.
We make a mistake when we think that a sermon in our local church is like a lecture or a school lesson.  The purpose of preaching is not primarily the sharing of information; it’s the development of faith.

Romans 10:17  
... faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ.

1 Corinthians 1:21

...God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe.

“What was preached” here translates a single Greek noun, “kerygma”.  The NIV usually translates it as “preaching”.  The AV reflcts this by translating this verse as: “... it pleased God by the foolishness of preaching to save them that believe”. I think this is better.
We usually receive faith from God by hearing the word of God:

1. Through preaching.
2. Through Bible study.
We can sometimes receive an increase of faith through other channels, such as books and songs, although only to the extent that they are communicating the word of God.  For example, a book may quote – and maybe explain – a passage of the Bible.  Or a song may contain lines that are verse of scripture set to music.  The point is that it is through THE WORD OF GOD that faith is received – particularly when it is preached.
So it is of great importance for us to continually expose our minds and hearts to the word of God, especially as it is preached and as it is written in the Bible. 
The people of Berea are commended by Luke because the took the scriptures seriously, to the point that they took the trouble to check out what was being preached by examining the scriptures.

Acts 17:11-12

11 Now the Bereans were of more noble character than the Thessalonians, for they received the message with great eagerness and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true. 12 Many of the Jews believed, as did also a number of prominent Greek women and many Greek men.

We can summarise what we learn from these two verses in this way:

To receive and grow in faith:

1. We hear the word of God preached.
2. We study the Bible ourselves to check out what was preached to us.
3. We put our trust in what we have come to understand the Bible says.
So:

· Pray for your preachers.
· Expect God to give you increased faith through the preaching of the word of God.
· Read your Bible.
· Believe what it says.
Summary

Christian faith is faith in GOD, not faith in ourselves, or in our ability to please or impress God, or in our faith, or in the eloquence of our prayers, or in some formula we have learned to pray.  It is faith in GOD alone.  And it comes through the word of God alone.
We each need:
· SAVING faith – faith that CHRIST’S blood was shed for MY sins.
· Day-to-day faith that GOD can and will do what’s best for ME, that God’s favour is upon ME.

Or to put it another way, we need to believe that these two scriptures apply to US and not only to others:

Romans 3:21-25

21 But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.

22 This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, 23 for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.

25 God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood... 
Romans 8:28 
And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.
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