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Fox News carried an article by mainstream Christian pastor Chris Sonksen
titled, "Americans still believe in God. So why do so many of us see church
asjust optional rental car insurance?' Sadly, this articleis also applicable to
the greater churches of God. We do not always put our best foot forward and
we do not always feel it is necessary to meet together. Quoting from this
article:

According to PEW research, 80% of Americans believe in God.
They may not agree on theology or church practices, but they
believe in a higher power. At the same time, many stats point to
how church attendance is decreasing. It seems Americans are
leaving the church but not an awareness of God.

Why are believersleaving church but not "faith"? I'm sure there are
many reasons but | can't help but wonder if it's an age old problem.
As humans we often put unrealistic and unhealthy expectations on
things or people. When an expectation is unmet, it leadsto hurt. As
humans we are built to avoid pain and seek comfort. When the
church doesn't meet a person's expectations, it can be easy to give
up on the church. Thethought is, "I can just do this at home."

Many treat church the same way as rental car insurance. . . it's
optional.

With the rise of podcasts and online sermons the pull to attend a
service is shrinking. The thought is, "why go to church when | can
have instant access to content anytime | want." Not only that, we
have access to the Bible ourselves.

At one point in history, a person had to attend church to learn about
the Bible. Today you can pull up a Bible on your phone and then
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Google any questions you have about it. Unrealistic expectations
destroy genuine community when we expect the pastor to be at our
beck and call, it is a selfish dream. When we expect church people
to be perfect, it is a selfish dream.

Many have unhealthy expectations about the church. It's not
perfect. There areissues in every church. There are annoying
people. There are people who think differently. There are peoplein
every church that you will not agree with. Instead of having true
community, many have left it because it's easier to worship God at
home.

The problem isthat God did not wire us to be alone. We are truly
better together. It'sin community that we grow, are challenged,
stretched, and inspired to truly live for Jesus. It's messy, difficult,
and at times frustrating, but it's so worth it. God works within
community. Sure, you can believe in God and not go to church.

Y ou can also play sports by yourself, talk to yourself, and high five
yourself. Just because it's possible, doesn't mean it's better. Lifeis
meant to live with othersin community.

Please turn with me to Galatians 5. Please now notice what the apostle Paul
saysis necessary to live with others in community. This specific example
concerns circumcision. However, the spiritual principleisuniversal here.

Galatians 5:5-10 For we through the Spirit eagerly wait for the
hope of righteousness by faith. For in Christ Jesus neither
circumcision nor uncircumcision avails anything, but faith working
through love. You ran well. Who hindered you from obeying the
truth? This persuasion does not come from Him who callsyou. A
little leaven leavens the whole lump. | have confidence in you, in
the Lord, that you will have no other mind; but he who troubles you
shall bear hisjudgment, whoever heis.

Galatians 5:12-15 | could wish that those who trouble you would
even cut themselves off [or it might say, remove themselves]|! For
you, brethren, have been called to liberty; only do not use liberty as
an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another.
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For all the law isfulfilled in one word, even in this: "Y ou shall love
your neighbor as yourself." But if you bite and devour one another,
beware lest you be consumed by one another!

Paul was quite pointed in that because it is such a serious thing and there are
many ways that we can hinder one another. So faith working through loveis
necessary to live with othersin community. But you must be on guard and
aware that there are always those who hinder your efforts to obey God. And
this contrary influence does not come from God. That is, God does not
hinder your obedience.

Turn with me now please to Hebrews 10. But anyone who does hinder your
faith and obedience will answer for his own action. For example, you should
never alow afriend or acquaintance to talk you into not keeping the Sabbath
properly or not attending Sabbath services with the brethren. We aso have
conflicts between brethren. That is away that you hinder the whole
congregation when you do not bring peace between yourselves. Now, this
brings to mind what the apostle Paul wrote to all members of God's church.

Hebrews 10:24-25 And let us consider one another in order to stir

up love and good works, not forsaking the assembling of ourselves
together, asisthe manner of some, but exhorting one another, and

so much the more as you see the Day approaching.

Put othersfirst, serve others before yourself, encourage others instead of
whining.

What promotes this confidence in the flesh that hinders faith? Turn with me
to Romans 10. Now, the challenge to a member of God's church isto acquire
so clear an understanding of how the world really worksthat God'srolein
our lives becomes obvious, or in other words, seeing and hearing of the
world's confidence in the flesh along with its foolishness and repeated
failures should strengthen our confidence in the Word of God along with its
wisdom and successes. And this helps build faith.

Romans 10: 17 So then faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the
word of God.
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Now for another scripture, | Thessalonians 2, verse 13. Please turn there with
me. Now the path to knowing God is through the inspired written Word of
God, which is a comprehensive blueprint of all reality. Thisis not a book of
stories that many view as nothing but mythology for children or at best for
adults with childlike minds. No, it is the mg estic and mysterious spiritual
truths contained therein.

| Thessalonians 2:13 For this reason we also thank God without
ceasing, because when you receive the word of God which you
heard from us, you welcomed it not as the word of men, but asitis
in truth, the word of God, which also effectively worksin you who
believe.

God'slaws are every bit asbinding asis say Sir Isaac Newton's famous Law
of Gravitation published in 1666, which isto say, they do not prescribe as
much as they describe the laws of God, describe the inevitability of cause
and effect over time in human societies. Now, it would be silly to suppose
that until the 17th century people were free to float above the countryside
like untethered helium balloons until Newton ruthlessly suppressed their
freedoms with his oppressive new gravity law. God created gravity in the
physical world which can be artificially countered, but God's spiritual laws
are immutable and eternal.

Likewise, God's laws are binding whether we wisely accept them as the rules
of the game or whether we attempt to temporarily dismiss them with a
defiant shake of thefist. It isthe difference between living what seemsto be
an absurd and random existence and living in an ordered world of rules that
are never easy but always consistent.

God's laws are designed to do far more than promote decency. They are
intended to produce holiness. And if anation's leaders are hedonistic, the
people will become depraved. For the people to be decent, the leaders must
be righteous.

Now, without conviction and an ultimate spiritual deliverance by God, it
would be hard for hope and optimism to exist. We would all wallow in the
gloom and pessimism that now mostly pervades secular left progressivism.
They need their safe spaces because they do not know where their
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deliverance would come from because they do not believe in God. So they
live in a state of fear and the society encourages that state of fear.

Well, let us shift gears here. Please turn to Philippians 3. In the third chapter
of Philippians, Paul says that he has learned to count all human confidence
and effort as loss that he might win Christ. To state these truths he uses the
figure of a balance sheet, showing assets and liabilities, showing pluses and
minuses, showing positives and negatives. He says that he has learned to
reckon all the assets he had earned before he knew Christ asliabilities and to
enter into his new column of assets the name of Jesus Christ alone.

Philippians 3:3-8 For we are the circumcision [or you could say
we are the saints], who worship God in the Spirit, rejoice in Christ
Jesus, and have no confidence in the flesh, though | also might
have confidence in the flesh. [Paul speaking] If anyone else thinks
he may have confidence in the flesh, | more so [so then he
describes himself and his assets as we continue on]: circumcised
the eighth day, of the stock of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a
Hebrew of the Hebrews; concerning the law, a Phariseg;
concerning zeal, persecuting the church; concerning the
righteousness which isin the law, blameless. But what things were
gain to me, these | have counted loss for Christ. Yet indeed | also
count all thingsloss for the excellence of the knowledge of Christ
Jesus my Lord, for whom | have suffered the loss of al things, and
count them as rubbish, that | may gain Christ.

What we see here is Paul totally rgjecting his past life and all the things he
did good and recognizing the things that he did that were evil. We must
realize that human righteousness is nothing when measured against the
righteousness of God revealed in Jesus Christ and that God isright to insist
upon His standards though.

In the first place, human righteousness falls short of the standards set by God
and anything short of those standards is unrighteousness. Righteousnessis
one of those things like perfection that loses its meaning entirely if you
divide it up. Perfection is awhole. Righteousnessis the same. Y ou are either
completely righteous by God's definition or you are not righteous at all.
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In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus Christ said in Matthew 5:48, "Therefore
you shall be perfect, just as your Father in heaven is perfect.” That isthe
standard; all fall short of it and falling short of it, they missit all.

If you have a boat tied up to adock by atrain that has 10 linksin it, you must
break only one link to set it adrift. If you have a churning torrent 50 yards
down river, the boat will go over it and be destroyed just as easily with one
link broken as with them all. It is the same spiritually.

Some break all the links of God's law and we call them criminals or
murderers. Other people carefully pry open just one of the links and we try to
overlook it since all of us are at least that guilty, but all are adrift and headed
toward the torrent. That is what is meant when we say that all are equally
unrighteous from God's point of view.

There is a second reason why human righteousness is not adequate when
measured against the goodness of God. Human goodness, even at its best, is
polluted by sin. So too with human righteousness. We do good things but all
of our good deeds, even the best of them, are contaminated by sin. And
because sin is there, sin can always lead to death. That is why the noblest
Ideals and the most sublime ideologies of human beings lead away from
God. God must pronounce a curse upon them in order that true righteousness
might be established through the work of Jesus Christ.

In Philippians 3:4-8 Paul illustrates these principles from his own
experience. Humanly speaking, he had acquired all the assets that anyone
could imagine. He was a Jew and the Jews had always had a special placein
God's dealing with humanity. He had real advantages in terms of salvation.
Paul came to admit that these things had actually kept him from God. He
writes,

Philippians 3:7-8 But what things were gain to me, these | have
counted loss for Christ. Yet indeed | aso count all thingsloss for
the excellence of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord, for whom
| have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish that

| may gain Christ,
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Paul lists seven achievements in these verses and they fall into two
categories, those that were inherited and those that were earned. The first of
the inherited assets was that Paul had been born into a Jewish family and had
been circumcised according to the Jewish law on the eighth day of life. He
was not a proselyte who had been circumcised in later life, not an Ishmaelite
who was circumcised when he was 13 years old. He was a pure-blooded Jew
born of Jewish parents.

In addition, he was an Israglite. Isragl is the covenant name, of course, of
God's people. And just as the word Jew emphasized their racial origins, so
Paul claims to be a member of the covenant people. He was also of the tribe
of Benjamin. When civil war came that divided Judah from Israel after the
death of Solomon, Benjamin was the one tribe that remained with Judah in
the South.

Now, the northern tribes separated from God's revealed religion and set up
divisive altars where blood sacrifices were performed in direct violation of
Leviticus 17. That chapter says that sacrifices were to be offered only at the
great altar in Jerusalem. Benjamin resisted this and remained loyal to the
house of David. And Paul took justifiable pride in his ancestry.

Then too, Paul cites the advantages that he had won for himself. First,
regarding the law he was a Pharisee. This was a matter of choice. The
Pharisees constituted the most faithful of all Jewish sectsin their adherence
to the law. And Paul writes that he was blameless where the law was
concerned. So he had the admiration of all the Jewish people in what he was
doing, what he accomplished, and what his birthright was.

Furthermore, Paul was a zealous Pharisee. His zedl is seen in the fact that he
was a persecutor of the church. A great big negative to us, but to the Jewish
leaders at that time, amajor plus. In fact, he was so zealous for the law that
he killed people who disagreed with his conception of it.

That isareal list of assets from a human's point of view. But the day came
when Paul saw what this was in the sight of the righteous God. It seems that
the most important word in the entire third chapter of Philippians is the word
that begins verse 7: "but."
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That "but" marks Paul's experience on the road to Damascus when Paul first
saw Jesus and learned what God's righteousness was. He thought before this
that he had attained righteousness by keeping the law. But when he saw
Christ, he knew that all his righteousness was as filthy rags. And then whose
righteousness did he have?

God works in the human heart. Paul came to the point where he opened his
ledger book, he looked at what he had accumulated by inheritance and by his
efforts, and reflected that these things kept him from Christ. He then took the
entire list and placed it where it belonged: under the list of liabilities, the list
of negatives. He called it loss and under assets he wrote: Jesus Christ alone.
Notice that he did not count them lost merely for Christianity, but for Christ
alone.

Turn with me if you will pleaseto | Corinthians 1. If we were judged
righteous, then whose righteousness do we have? Christ is our righteousness.
Have you exchanged your assets for Christ? is the question we ask. Or are
you trusting in the kind of goodness that will never be accepted by God?—
the human goodness. If you are, et me warn you that your goodness will
take you to the grave. But if you will lay your goodness aside, counting it
loss, God will credit Jesus Christ to your account.

| Corinthians 1:30-31 But of Him you are in Christ Jesus, who
became for us wisdom from God—and righteousness and
sanctification and redemption—that, as it iswritten, "He who
glorifies, let him glory in the Lord."

Flip over afew pages to Philippians 3. God will provide the washing and
Christ will be counted as your one sufficient asset forever.

Philippians 3:9 And be found in Him not having my own
righteousness, which is from the law, but that which is through
faith in Christ, the righteousness which is from God by faith.

Philippians 3:9 is a summary of the book of Romans because it deals with

the heart of salvation. In one verse, the biblical principlesinvolved are these.
First, there are two kinds of righteousness. The righteousness or the right
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doing that comes from man and the righteousness that comes from God.
Second, God cannot be satisfied with any righteousness that comes from
human beings. Third, God is satisfied with His own righteousness, which He
offersfreely to al who believe in Jesus Christ.

It is not easy to describe the righteousness of God because it is an aspect of
His character and sin limits our knowledge of Him. Y et we know that the
righteousness of God is related to the holiness of God and that both are seen
in the law of God and in the ethical teachings of Jesus Christ.

The law is not God's righteousness, but it is an expression of it just as acoin
Is an expression of the die and the mint that produced it. In the law we see
the impression of God's purity, His holiness, love, integrity, and perfection.

Now, the righteousness of God is aso seen in Jesus Christ. We see God's
power in nature. We see God's principlesin the law, but we see God's
personality in Jesus Christ and it is infused with righteousness. John 8:46
records that Christ said to His enemies, "Can any of you prove Me guilty of
sin? And they were silent." A few verses earlier in John 8:29 He had said of
God His Father, "l always do what pleases Him."

So it isimportant to emphasize that the righteousness of God that is seenin
the law and in Jesus Christ is different from human righteousness or human
right doing. Human beings would like to think that they can attain God's
standard of righteousness merely by adding to their own. But since the two
kinds of righteousness are different in nature, thisisimpossible.

Most people believe that all goodness can be placed on ascale. On the
bottom are those whose righteousnessis on avery low level, murderers,
thieves, perverts. These are there are others whose righteousness is a bit
higher. These are average citizens. There are afew whose righteousnessis
very high. Then, so they think, there is God whose righteousnessis the
highest of all.

In redlity, it is not thisway. God teaches that there are two kinds of
righteousness—Hliss righteousness and human righteousness—and that the
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accumulation of human righteousness, no matter how diligent, will never
gain anyone eternal life. Salvation is a gift from God. It has conditions, but it
iIsagift.

The accumulation of human righteousnessis a bit like playing Monopoly.
The game has colorful money and is enjoyable to play, but only afool would
take Monopoly money and go into town to buy groceries. A different kind of
currency isused in therea world. It isthe same or similar spiritually. There
are people who think they are collecting assets before God when they are
only collecting human righteousness. God tells them that they must leave the
play currency to deal with His goodness.

Most people will not believe that. Therefore, much of the Bible is given over
to showing why human goodness will never please God. The book of
Romans is the primary example. The opening chapters of this book probe to
the depths of human sin, exposing our spiritual illness, and indicating why
human remedies will not heal the mind.

Paul says there are three types of people and each one needs God's
righteousness. If you classify people based on their income, you can have as
many levels as there are brackets on the Internal Revenue scale. If you
classify them by intellect, you get as many points on the Intelligence Quota
scale. But if you classify people spiritually, you get only threetypesandit is
these that are discussed in Romans.

Thefirst type of person is described in Romans 1:18-32. Thisis the person
who says the only standards of conduct that | recognize are those that |
devise for myself. | determined to live for myself for whatever pleasure | can
find. But Paul says that this person needs the truth because he is on a path
that is leading him away from God. God describes this path clearly in
Romans 1:21-28. Let me just summarize it at thistime.

For athough they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor
gave thanks to Him. But their thinking became futile and their
foolish hearts were darkened. Although they claimed to be wise,
they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God to
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Images made to ook like mortal men and animals and birds and
reptiles. Therefore, God gave them over to sexual impurity, to
shameful lust, and to a depraved mind.

Please turn with meto Il Corinthians 10. The first step along this path is
described as a vanity of the imagination that results from turning from God.
The word imagination is atrandation of a Greek word from which we also
get our popular English word "dialogue." It occurs 10 timesin the New
Testament, each time with abad connotation. It isthat activity of the human
personality that exalts its own reasoning against God. In another place, Paul
says that this way of thinking isto be resisted by Christians.

Il Corinthians 10:4-5 For the weapons of our warfare are not
carnal but mighty in God for pulling down strongholds, casting
down arguments and every high thing that exaltsitself against the
knowledge of God, bringing every thought into captivity to the
obedience of Christ.

So in spiritual things we must submit to God's wisdom.

Now, the second step along the path of the person who lives only for himself
and by his own standards is that his heart is darkened. God is not only truth,
God islight. And when people turn from Him, they walk in darkness just as
a person walks in his own shadow when he turns his back to the sun. The
farther he gets from the light, the longer the shadow becomes and the darker
hisjourney.

The third step, although they claim to be wise, they became fools. No one
who turns to his own reason instead of God's truth and thus has his heart
darkened says, "I'm living only by depraved human reasoning and my foolish
heart is darkened." He says, "I am becoming wise. It isthe believersin Jesus
Christ who are foolish." Thisis acute self-deception. It was actually the way
in which Satan induced Eve to sin because he said, "Y our eyes will be
opened and you will be like God, knowing good and evil."

Now turn over to Romans 1, verse 22 please. The fourth and final step along

the path of unbelieversis an exchange of the worship of God for the worship
of man, which leads to an abasement of human beings themselves.
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Romans 1:22-23 Professing to be wise, they became fools, and
changed the glory of the incorruptible God into an image like
corruptible man—and birds and four-footed animals and creepy
things.

Y ou notice there that was included in the summary of verses 21 through 28.
But this means that if a person will not allow Jesus Christ to begin to make
him like God through grace, that that person will attempt to make God like
human beings. If a person will not worship the true God, he will construct
something else in God's place and the substitute will become more and more
repellent the farther it gets from the holy, just, loving, and sovereign God.
Thisiswhat we saw happen with the breakup of the Worldwide Church of
God. People went on their own, some formed large groups, some formed
small groups, and some went on their own individually or by family. And
many, many took this path. They created God in their own image so that they
would feel comfortable. Very sad.

If you come to afork while driving down the road and take the wrong turn,
the only sensible thing to do is turn around and go back. It is the same
spiritually. Some go gently down the road | have just described, never going
very far and frequently stopping to fool around with sin. We saw this with
many of the children who grew up in the church years ago. Some go down
the same road at aterrific speed and are miles away when the others are just
beginning to round the first bend. But it is the same road and the cureis
identical. All must first stop, then they must turn themselves around and go
back.

Thisisthe true meaning of conversion. The immoral needs the gospel
because his own way takes him away from God. But that only happensor is
only able to happen when God calls a person. Otherwise they continue down
that road to perdition.

Now, the second type of person described in Romans who also needs the

gospel isthe person who leads an ethically superior life. He is the moral
person by man's standards and his case is set forth in Romans 2:1-16.
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Romans 2:3-8 And do you think this, O man, you who judge those
practicing such things, and doing the same, that you will escape the
judgment of God? Or do you despise the riches of His goodness,
forbearance, and longsuffering, not knowing that the goodness of
God leads you to repentance? But in accordance with your hardness
and your impenitent heart you are treasuring up for yourselves
wrath in the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment
of God, "who will render to each one according to his deeds":
eternal life to those who by patient continuance in doing good seek
for glory, honor, and immortality; but to those who are self-seeking
and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness—indignation
and wrath.

Romans 2:13-15 For not hearers of the law are just in the sight of
God, but the doers of the law will be justified; for when Gentiles,
who do not have the law, by nature do the things of the law, these,
although not having the law, are alaw to themselves [l think it is
interesting how in business today, through experience, businessmen
find that certain ways just work and it is amazing how often those
ways that just work are biblical principles. But they do not realize
that.], who show the work of the law written in their hearts, their
conscience a so bearing witness, and between themselves their
thoughts accusing or else excusing them.

Perhaps you are like this person. Thisis the person who would say to Paul,
"I'm not like the corrupt person you just described, | do not live only to
myself. | pursue high standards. In fact, | pursue the highest standards |
know and therefore your call to repentance does not apply to me." Well,
Paul's answer to thisis, "Yes, it does. It does for two excellent reasons.” The
first reason is that no matter how high your standards may be, they still fall
short of God's standards. And that is the difference between playing with
Monopoly money and using real currency. Of course, on a much higher
standard. That is a physical example of a spiritual principle. The second
reason is that you fall short of your own standards, no matter how high or
low they may be.
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What is your ethical standard? Maybe your standard is the Sermon on the
Mount. Do you live up to that standard? Of course, you do not. In Matthew 5:
48 Jesus said, "Therefore you shall be perfect, just as your Father is perfect,”
and no one is perfect. Perhaps your standard is the Ten Commandments. Do
you keep them? Of course not, because you covet things that other people
have most of the days of your life and you break many of the other
commandments. Also, you may not break the letter of the law, but you break
the spirit of the law. Christ says, if you hate someone, you have murdered
him in your heart. And so each one of those Ten Commandments has a
physical application or aletter of the law application and also, and more
importantly, a spiritual application which comes from the heart. And that is
what God isinterested in, not the outward, but the internal, that comes from
the heart.

Is your standard the Golden Rule? If so, you break that because no one
always does for the other person what he would like to have done for
himself. Perhaps your standard is merely the lowest common denominator of
human relationships, the standard of fair play or we may call that partiality.
Do you do that? Not always. So you stand condemned by even the lowest of
the ethical standards.

Hereisavery familiar story for you. One day when King David was on his
roof in the heart of the city of Jerusalem, he saw a girl who was bathing on a
roof not far away. Her name was Bathsheba. After discovering who she was,
David invited her to the palace and had sexual relations with her. But
Bathsheba was married and when he discovered she was pregnant, David
arranged to have her husband killed in battle so he could marry her. Thiswas
agreat sin, the greatest sin of David's life, and the time came when God sent
the prophet Nathan to him to expose the crime.

Nathan first asked for his judgment on a hypothetical problem. Paraphrased,
Nathan said there were two men who owned sheep, one poor and one rich.
The rich man had many sheep and the poor man had just one. One day, a
stranger came to the house of the rich man seeking hospitality and therich
man did not want to feed him by diminishing his own herd. He therefore
took the sheep of the poor man and served it. At this point in the story, David
grew angry and declared the man who did this deserves to die. Nathan
replied, "Y ou are the man!"
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Wow! Can you imagine that? Can you imagine being in David's shoes at that
time? David condemned himself to death by his own words. Be careful when
you erect a standard of your own, of your righteousness, and say you will
live by that. Y ou will be condemned by that standard, whatever it may be.

Y ou must clear your mind of the ideathat you can earn eternal life and you
must admit that you too need God's righteousness.

As| said earlier, eterna lifeis agift, but there are conditions.
Now, there is one more type of person discussed in Romans.

Romans 2:17-23 Indeed you are called a Jew, and rest on the law,
and make your boast in God, and know Hiswill, and approve the
things that are excellent, being instructed out of the law, and are
confident that you yourself are a guide to the blind, alight to those
who are in darkness, an instructor of the foolish, ateacher of babes,
having the form of knowledge and truth in the law. Y ou therefore
who teach another, do you not teach yourself? Y ou who preach that
aman should not steal, do you steal? Y ou who say, "Do not
commit adultery," do you commit adultery? Y ou who abhor idols,
do you rob temples? Y ou who make your boast in the law, do you
dishonor God through breaking the law?

Thistype of personisthereligious person. He says, "Yes, | know that all the
things you have said are true and that they are true of me. | fall short of those
standards, but I'm religious and | place my trust there. I've been baptized, |
support the church." But Paul says, "Well, good for you. But you need the
gospel of Jesus Christ also because God is not interested in outward things
alone—church membership, service, stewardship. He isinterested in what is
within.

As Samuel searched for the first king of Israel God gave him guidance and
established the standard.
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| Samuel 16:7 But the Lord said to Samuel, "Do not look at his
appearance or his physical stature, because | have refused him. For
the Lord does not see as man sees; for man looks at the outward
appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart."

God knows what is going on within. People look at the outward appearance,
but God looks at the heart. God is looking at your heart and mine. And what
does He see? Does He see deeds, even religious deeds that are not backed up
by a spiritualy righteous life within? Or does He see His own righteousness
imputed to you and beginning to work its way out in your conduct?
Spiritually, you cannot fool God with human righteousness. If you are
trusting this, He must say to you as He saysto all what Paul tellsusin
Romans 3.

Romans 3:10-12 Asiswritten: "There is none righteous, no, not
one; there is none who understands; there is none who seeks after
God. They have al turned aside, they have together become
unprofitable; there is none who does good, no, not one."

So you and | must turn from our alleged goodness to God's. That does not
mean we do not have to do anything to try to be good. We must, but we must
do the spirit of the law as well asthe letter of the law.

Paul accepted God's verdict and turned to Him for the righteousness He
gives us. Paul saysthat his desire was to be found in Christ, not having his
own righteousness, which is of the law, but having that which is through
faith in Christ—righteousness from God by faith.

God's verdict upon the human race includes all people: the hedonist, the
moralist, the most religious person, and you, whatever you may be. And it is
one that declares all human righteousness unable to satisfy the righteous
standards of God. We in God's church have a higher standard to live by
because we have God's Holy Spirit to help usto live the right way, to live
God's righteousness where the world does not.
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Y ou may be feeling the most acute spiritual pain because of it. But you must
know that your new sensitivity isthefirst step in your spiritual recovery.

Y our recovery will take place completely as you come to God to receive a
righteousness that comes from God Himself; and is entirely untainted by sin.
And that righteousness comes by faith in Jesus Christ. Y ou must come to
God through Him.

Philippians 3:9 And be found in Him, not having my own
righteousness, which isthe law, but that which is through faith in
Christ, the righteousness which is from God by faith.

What isfaith? All true teachings of the Word of God must stress that God
aloneisresponsible for the gift of our salvation. But when thisis said,
anybody may appropriately ask, how then does this apply to me? Since God
offers His righteousness to those who lack it, what must | do to receive this
righteousness? By what means does this wonderful salvation become mine?

Turn with me, if you will please, to Hebrews 11, verse 6. The answer to all
these questions is that God's righteousness becomes yours personally
through faith. Remember thisis a personal relationship.

Hebrews 11:6 But without faith it isimpossible to please [God],
for he who comes to God must believe that Heis, and that Heisa
rewarder of those who diligently seek Him.

Paul tellsusin Romans 1:17, "For in it the righteousness of God isreveaed
from faith to faith; asit iswritten, 'The just shall live by faith." Ephesians 2:
8 says, "For by grace you have been saved through faith, and not of
yourselves; it isthe gift of God."

Faith in Christ and righteousness by faith. These phrases speak of the human
responsibility of our salvation. Although salvation is agift of God which
cannot be earned, it is conditional on our faith, repentance, obedience,
overcoming, worthiness by which we are judged. Sadly, many people are
puzzled about this thing called faith, although there is no need to be puzzled
by it. On aphysical level, onits basic level, faith issimply belief. If you
believe in athing, you have faith init.
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Thus, faith is one of the most common realities of life. It isfar more
common, for instance, than romantic attraction, artistic insight, exceptional
intelligence, and similar things. These things are true for only some people.
But faith isareality that all people experience. Despite this truth, there have
been many attempts to discredit faith by turning it into something that is not
really faith at all. Every attempt to define faith as believing something you
know is not true is an example of this distortion. In this case, faith becomes
delusion.

Despite this truth, there have been many attempts to discredit faith by turning
it into something that is not really faith at all. And as | have said, this faith
becomes delusion. And when one of the many sects that cling to the edge of
the truth of true Christianity triesto teach that sin, evil, and sickness do not
exist and that faith can overcome them by denying their reality, such faith is
not true faith. Those who follow this nonsense will be disappointed both in
thislifeand in the life to come.

Another substitute for faith is gullibility. Gullibility is the attitude of a person
who will accept something as true apart from evidence, ssimply because he
earnestly wishes it to be true. Rumors of miraculous cures for some generally
Incurable disease encourage this attitude in many deceived people. But
gullibility is not faith either. It is not that God does not heal these incurable
diseases, but generally He does not, not at thistime. He may very well in the
near future.

The most common distortion of faith in our day is the attempt to make belief
subjective. Thisisthe faith of existentialism and it is at the heart of all
religious feeling that is divorced from the objective truth of Scripture.
Against all these distortions the Christian must reply that real faith isfar
more tangible than this. Thereisevidenceand itisnot at all based on a
person's individual feelings.

When you drive a car across a bridge, you have faith that the bridge will hold
you up. Y ou have faith in the engineers who designed it and the workers who
built it and maintain it and the inspectors who guarantee its safety. If you
have doubts about the safety of the bridge on any of these counts, you do not
drive acrossit. If you step onto a bus to go home at night you have faith that
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the busis safe, that the driver is an employee of the transportation company,
that the sign on the busis atrue indication of where the busis going. If you
buy aticket to a sports show, you have faith that the show will be held as
advertised and that the ticket will gain you admission.

In every one of these examples, faith is believing something on the basis of
evidence and then acting on it. Thisisthe basic definition of faith.

By far, the greatest example of basic faith is the way a man and a woman
commit themselves to each other in marriage. The man says, "Will you
marry me?' And the woman says, "Yes." The whole conversation only takes
five words but between two persons who know and trust each other, the
words constitute a pledge of faith that will last until death or that should, if
the right choice is made. Such faith is personal, very, very persona. Soitis
no accident that the pledge of a man to awoman and of awoman to aman
has been taken in Scripture as an illustration of that bond and faith that exists
between a Christian and his Lord.

In Ephesians Paul speaks of marriage as an illustration of God's love for us.

Ephesians 5:32-33 Thisisagreat mystery, but | speak concerning
Christ and the church. Nevertheless | et each one of you in
particular so love his own wife as himself, and let the wife see that
she respects her husband.

Faith is believing in someone or something and acting upon it. We can
believe God like we believe others, but God is absolutely reliable and
perfectly believable, unlike human beings. The difference between the kind
of faith that people exercise every day and what we might call saving faith is
that saving faith is absolutely certain because it isfaith in the only one in the
universe who is absolutely faithful and who will never break His promise.

James, the Lord's brother wrote,
James 1:17 Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above,

and comes down from the Father of lights, with whom thereis no
variation or shadow of turning.
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Turn with me, if you will please, to | John 1, verse 1. The apostle John was
interested in evidence. His gospel speaks of seven types of witnessesto the
revelation of God the Father in Jesus Christ. Hisfirst epistle beginswith a
reminder that he speaks as an historical witness.

| John 1:1 That which was from the beginning, which we have
heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked
upon, and our hands have handled, concerning the Word of life.

WEell, John ends the epistle with the statement that he has written these things
to Christians that they might be certain of their salvation.

| John 5:13 These things | have written to you who believe in the
name of the Son of God, that you may know that you have eterna
life, and that you may continue to believe in the name of the Son of
God.

John has been speaking about the evidence for faith. What is the greatest
evidence? John answers that in,

| John 5:9-10 If we receive the withess of men, the witnhess of God
Is greater; for thisisthe witness of God which He has testified of
His Son. He who believes in the Son of God has the withessin
himself; he who does not believe God has made Him aliar, because
he has not believed the testimony that God has given of His Son.

What does God most want from us? God wants to be believed. We believe
people, we trust people with our lives, our health, our families, our wealth
every day of our lives. Why should we not believe God? At the best, people
are only partially reliable. They can be trusted partially, but God is entirely
reliable. He is eminently trustworthy and He is the only personality in the
universe whose word is always His bond. And He calls upon usto believe
that He gives eternal life to everyone who will believe in His Son. Belief in
the Son of God requires that we listen intently to Him and diligently do what
He says. Faith without worksis a dead faith. So we have to get to work aswe
are already doing and be even more diligent.
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What does God call upon usto believe? Well, first of all, God demands that
we admit without reservation that we are less perfect than Himself and that
we should therefore be separated from His presence forever. God is perfect
and anyone who fails to meet that standard deserves to be separated from
God. This principleis hard for the non-Christian to accept, but it should not
be because we recognize the principle in many things that are accepted
naturally. God has aright to His requirements. They are summed up as
perfection. And in Romans 3:23 God says through Paul that "all have sinned
and fall short of the glory of God." Consequently, human beings deserve
separation from God.

The second thing that God asks us to believe isthat He loves usin spite of
our sin and that He acted in Jesus Christ to remove the penalty of that sin and
to restore fellowship between Himself and those who believe, those who He
cals.

Romans 5:8 But God demonstrates His own love toward us, in that
while we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

There are two parts to this transaction. On the one hand, we are sinners and
sin must be punished. God says that Christ died to bear that punishment. The
second part isthat on the basis of Christ's death, God now comesto us and
offers us His righteousness entirely as a free gift. Before we were clothed in
sin, now we are clothed in righteousness. Before we were aliens, now we are
citizens of heaven. Before we were separated from God, and now we have
fellowship with Him and our life here and now is transformed by His
presence. That is salvation.

We have aready been guaranteed that salvation should we fulfill the
conditions. And that is, we must become like Christ and allow Christ's Spirit
and God's Spirit in us to transform our lives. But we have to work with
Them. If you truly have faith and genuinely repent, then God will remove the
spiritual penalty of your sin and enter your heart through His Spirit. God will
begin that moment-by-moment transformation of your life that is His perfect
will for you and that will lead in God's own time to your final transformation
when you will be made like Jesus Christ forever.
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There is one more thing to be said. We have considered the initial moment of
saving faith when faith first seizes upon the facts of God's salvation. Thisis
of tremendous importance, but we must never think that faith stops there.
Faith is not something that you have once and then you have overcomeit and
you move on. Faith is an aspect of lifeand it is certainly a continuing aspect
of thelife of the Christian. Faith is belief and belief grows stronger asiit
comes to know the nature of the One it trusts.

Turn with me to Hebrews 11. Faith does not start strong, but it is meant to
become strong. The faith of Abraham is an illustration of this principle.
When the call of God came to Abraham to leave Ur of the Chaldees and go
into aland that he would afterwards inherit, the book of Hebrews says,

Hebrews 11:8 By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go
out to the place which he would receive as an inheritance. And he
went out, not knowing where he was going.

Thiswas faith, but such faith did not need to be strong. It was only belief in
the ability of God to lead the patriarch into the land. Y et notice what
Hebrews goes on to say.

Hebrews 11:9 By faith he dwelt in the land of promiseasin a
foreign country, dwelling in tents with Isaac and Jacob, the heirs
with him of the same promise.

Such faith was stronger because it was belief exercised in the face of famine
and danger and the delay in God's complete fulfillment of His promise.

Two verses farther in the chapter speak of the faith through which Sarah
received strength to bear her son when she was past the age of childbearing.
By this point faith was strong because it had come to know God as the God
of miracles. Inthe last verses, we read of afaith that conquers doubt evenin
the midst of great emotional suffering and the seeming contradiction of all
that had been believed previoudly.
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Hebrews 11:17-19 By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered
up Isaac, and he who had received the promises offered up his only
begotten son, of whom it was said, "In |saac your seed shall be
called," concluding that God was able to raise him up, even from
the dead, from which he also received him in afigurative sense.

Faith enables us to accept the godly paradoxes of the Christian life.

Now for afinal scripture, please turn with me to Romans 4. Abraham
believed that God was able to perform aresurrection, and it isin reference to
this last event that God says of Abraham,

Romans 4:20-21 He did not waver at the promise of God through
unbelief, but was strengthened in faith, giving glory to God, and
being fully convinced that what He had promised He was able to
perform.

He was fully convinced. Such isthe normal growth of faith. If you are a new
Christian, you are somewhere at the beginning of the road that Abraham
walked. If you are a more mature Christian, you are farther along that road.

Y our faith may be weak or strong. But the overriding fact is that your faith is
in God the Father and in His Son Jesus Christ.

Come to know God and spend time with Jesus Christ, the Word of God. Y ou
will find, as God intends you to find, that your faith will grow on from such
strength to strength. The glory of it is that the strength of your faith will lie,
not in you, but in faith's object. It will liein God, in the One you are coming
increasingly to know.
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