The Nature of Saving Faith

Selected Scriptures

This morning again we address the theme that we began last Lord’s Day on the lordship of Christ. I want you to have your Bible ready, we will be considering some selected Scripture as we discuss in our series on the lordship of Christ the matter of the nature of saving faith. I confess to you that I have much more to say than I can possibly say in one morning.

To clarify from last week and also to lead into this week, I would like to further explain my position on the Lordship of Christ as presented in the salvation message.

I am saying clearly, that a call to salvation is a call to discipleship. I am also saying that it is obvious that a person coming to faith in Jesus Christ will not fully understand the implications of his Lordship. They will not fully understand the reality of their sin, but there must be a call to that. In other words, when you call a sinner to repentance and you call a sinner to submit to Christ, they don’t fully understand the implications of that. But, they will understand as much as they can understand. 

Now, let me say something that is very, very important. I do not believe that an incomplete presentation of the gospel, in other words, if you just present the gospel that Jesus died for your sin and rose again and graciously offers you forgiveness by faith in his name; if that’s all you presented, could not prevent someone from being saved whom God was saving. Understand? Because if you didn’t talk about sin, they’d be feeling the conviction. And if you didn’t talk about submission to the Lordship of Christ, they’d be coming to that submission.

What I am saying is that when we present a shallow gospel, we don’t prevent the elect from getting saved; we make people think they’re saved who aren’t. That’s the issue. Do you see the distinction? And so what we have today are a lot of people who think they’re Christians and they are really not. And we have a lot of churches that are run by congregational rule, which means that non-Christians are running a lot of churches! That’s a frightening reality. I’m quite sure there are Christian organizations being operated by non-Christians.

You know, somebody could say, “Well, I didn’t know all about Lordship when I was saved. Am I not saved?” No. The issue is, “Do you understand that Jesus is Lord and is it your heart’s desire to love Him and serve Him?” And if the answer is yes, then you understand it. So, that’s the point you have to understand. 

Now, Jesus called men to follow Him in discipleship. He called them to obey Him.

I believe that when you present the gospel, that you can make it as difficult as possible! That’s what Jesus did. He made it as difficult as possible. Why? Because salvation is a work of God, not based on the cleverness of the one giving the gospel, but based on the power of God. So, if God is saving a person, then you want them to fully understand their salvation. And if God isn’t doing it, you want to make sure that they’re not coming in on some illusion.

James 2:19 (NIV)







     PLEASE STAND
19You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that - and shudder.

Pray
I’m sure that most of us are very familiar with “Just as I am” written by Charlotte Eliot. Billy Graham has used this hymn at crusades for over 40 years, designed to move people forward at the invitation after his preaching.

“Just as I am without one plea,

but that Thy blood was shed for me;

and that Thou bidst me come to Thee,

O Lamb of God I come, I come.”

These words cover a biblical reality. It’s simply a call to sinners to come, to come to Christ who shed His blood for them. They are to come just as they are. That’s what “Just as I am” means. Solely on the basis of faith they are to come and He will save them. 


John 3:16 (KJV)

16For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life. 


John 6:37 (KJV)

37All that the Father giveth me shall come to me; and him that cometh to me I will in no wise cast out.

And the hymn is meant to state that the sinner who wants to come can come just as he is by faith to embrace Christ.

The language of the modern message sounds vaguely similar to “Just as I am,” but the difference in meaning is quite profound. Sinners today, you see, are hearing not only that Christ will receive them just as they are, but also that He will let them stay that way. Many erroneously believe that they can come to Christ, receive forgiveness from their sins, be granted the gift of heaven, and then walk away to continue living life anyway they please. My friends, that is the gospel we hear today. Come just as you are and go away just as you are. Jesus will take you just the way you are. In fact, He will let you stay that way.

Preaching today, multitudes approach Christ on those very terms. They think there’s no real price to pay. They respond eagerly when offered forgiveness. They respond eagerly when offered the prospect of heaven. They have no sense of the severity of their guilt before God. They have no desire to be freed particularly from sin’s bondage and they certainly have no overwhelming desire to obey Christ. And I’m convinced that such people are deceived by a corrupt gospel. The faith they are receiving and the faith they are relying on is only intellectual, or maybe emotional grasping of something or someone to solve their problems and it will not save. Yet this is the most common form of evangelism. And many are preaching this kind of weak deceptive message.

I think the reason for this weak, deceptive gospel is because the appeals of an easy believism get outward results. Dou you know what I mean? I think they get outward results. People respond, you make the gospel easy, people respond, people come forward, they come down the aisle, you count the numbers, so many were saved. And what we have today is a form of evangelism that was really stylized and popularized by Charles G. Finney who developed the invitational system as we know it today, right about the same time that Eliot was writing “Just as I am,” the mid 1830’s.

Charles G. Finney was a New York lawyer with no formal theological training of any kind. He had a skilled logical mind. He was converted in 1821. He became a popular evangelist and revivalist. He believed completely that salvation was a result of a human choice. He believed that man could make that human choice because he was not by nature depraved. And so Finney determined that you had work on the will of man. And if you could motivate the will of man, he would make the right choice. And you could use almost any legitimate or even illegitimate means, including manipulation and emotion. He developed what came to be known as the “anxious bench” and began to call people forward. This is brand new. In the time before that, no such thing was ever done. But Finney began to call people forward. It later became known in Methodist church as the “altar,” and people then became the objective. And as the preacher came to the conclusion, he began to call people forward because people wanted to see something visible.

The response to his ministry and his persuasive and logical powers was great. People came to the anxious bench. He was outwardly successful in getting them there. In fact he was so successful that people were reluctant to say anything against him fearing they might be saying something against the Holy Spirit of God. But as you went behind the scenes to check into what was left after Finney did his work, his fellow workers couldn’t help realize the small number of converts who ever remained faithful.

In fact, many who evaluated the ministry of Finney were convinced that sinners emotionally but not spiritually awakened became hardened and skeptical. That false conversion didn’t solve anything in the sinner’s life and made the sinner more hardened in his sin, more skeptical of the gospel, more skeptical of other people’s Christian profession, believing that he who had been deceived was a member of a group of others who had been and were being likewise deceived.

I don’t want to discount totally the ministry of Finney. I’m sure people were saved. But coming to the end of his life himself and looking back over, he said if he had to do it all over again, he never would have preached the doctrine of salvation without the doctrines of sanctification.

Now let me say this, someone may be saved without understanding the full truth of repentance. Someone may be saved without grasping the full reality of the lordship of Christ. Someone may be saved without fully understanding the call to obedience because no one told them about it. But listen, no one who is saved will fail to repent, will fail to submit or fail to obey. That’s the issue.

I’m certain that while some understand more than others, no one who is saved fully understands all the implications of Jesus’ lordship at the moment of conversion. But I’m equally certain that no one can be saved who is either unwilling to obey or consciously rebellious against the lordship of Christ. And a mark of true salvation is that it always produces a heart that knows and feels its responsibility to respond to the ever-awakening reality of the lordship of Christ.

There’s really no reason to proclaim a shallow gospel. There’s no reason not to tell people about the lordship of Christ. There’s no reason not to tell them to turn from their sin and repent. There’s no reason not to tell them to submit their lives to Christ. There’s no reason not to tell them to give up all they have for all that He is. 

You say, “Well, if you do all of that, maybe they won’t accept it.” Well then if that’s the case, the Spirit of God is not at work in their heart. What do you have if you give an incomplete message and get a response? You may not have a true conversion at all. If the truth drives people away, then tell the truth and drive them away so that they and you are fully persuaded in your own mind that they are rejecting not accepting a false faith and then living under an illusion that they’re saved when they’re not. 


Luke 14:25-26 (NIV)

25Large crowds were traveling with Jesus, and turning to them he said: <now this is Jesus giving a gospel invitation> 26“If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters - yes, even his own life - he cannot be my disciple. 

Now how is that for an invitation? I mean, if somebody said to you, “Now I want you to go out this afternoon and I want you to give the gospel to all these people in the park and what I want you to say to them is this, if any of you do not come to Christ and hate your father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters and even hate your own life, you can’t be His disciple.” You’d think they lost their mind. You’d say you can’t win people like that. 


Luke 14:27-33 (NIV)

27And anyone who does not carry his cross <In other words, willing to die> and follow me cannot be my disciple. 28“Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Will he not first sit down and estimate the cost to see if he has enough money to complete it? 29For if he lays the foundation and is not able to finish it, everyone who sees it will ridicule him, 30saying, ‘This fellow began to build and was not able to finish.’ 31“Or suppose a king is about to go to war against another king. Will he not first sit down and consider whether he is able with ten thousand men to oppose the one coming against him with twenty thousand? 32If he is not able, he will send a delegation while the other is still a long way off and will ask for terms of peace. 33In the same way, any of you who does not give up everything <all his possessions> he has cannot be my disciple.
My, my, pretty demanding invitation. Hate your family, be willing to give your life, be willing to give up all your possessions, count the cost. I believe in salvation by faith, purely by grace. But when God in His grace is working a true salvation it has these kinds of ingredients. You see, genuine salvation requires true faith.
Ephesians 2:8-10 (NIV)

8For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith - and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God - 9not by works, so that no one can boast. 10For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.

It’s not enough to have an intellectual faith that is an illusion. It has to be faith that is the right kind of faith, that’s the issue. So then, the question is “what kind of faith are we talking about?”

Now first of all, to answer that question, we have to say there is a faith that doesn’t save. Let’s go to John’s gospel chapter 2. 


John 2:23-25 (NIV)

23Now while he was in Jerusalem at the Passover Feast, many people saw the miraculous signs he was doing and believed in his name. <Many believed in His name that is in who He was. No doubt believing Him to be the great prophet, probably many of them believing Him to be the Messiah. They believed in His name, beholding His signs that He was doing> 24But Jesus would not entrust himself to them, for he knew all men. 25He did not need man’s testimony about man, for he knew what was in a man. <
He knew their faith was not true faith. They believed but their believing was not adequate, it was not genuine. There was not saving faith>
To put it simply, they believed that He was the Messiah, that doesn’t mean they surrendered their souls to His lordship. That doesn’t mean they were willing to turn from their sin. He knew their belief was shallow. He knew it was not the genuine work of the Spirit of God. And if He talked of sacrifice and when He talked of repentance, and when He talked of a cross, they would be gone. And Jesus would not accept the moment’s emotional decision.

Go to John chapter 6. 


John 6:14-15 (NIV)

14After the people saw the miraculous sign <miracle of the loaves and fish> that Jesus did, they began to say, “Surely this is the Prophet who is to come into the world.” 15Jesus, knowing that they intended to come and make him king by force, withdrew again to a mountain by himself. <He wanted nothing to do with their kind of faith. They believed He was the Messiah. They wanted to force Him into their plans. He wanted nothing to do with it>

John 6:53-71 (NASB)
53So Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no life in yourselves. 54“He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. 55“For My flesh is true food, and My blood is true drink. 56“He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood abides in Me, and I in him. 57“As the living Father sent Me, and I live because of the Father, so he who eats Me, he also will live because of Me. 58“This is the bread which came down out of heaven; not as the fathers ate and died; he who eats this bread will live forever.” 59These things He said in the synagogue as He taught in Capernaum. 60Therefore many of His disciples, when they heard this said, “This is a difficult statement; who can listen to it?” 61But Jesus, conscious that His disciples grumbled at this, said to them, “Does this cause you to stumble? 62“What then if you see the Son of Man ascending to where He was before? 63“It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh profits nothing; the words that I have spoken to you are spirit and are life. 64“But there are some of you who do not believe.” For Jesus knew from the beginning who they were who did not believe, and who it was that would betray Him. 65And He was saying, “For this reason I have said to you, that no one can come to Me unless it has been granted him from the Father.” 66As a result of this many of His disciples withdrew and were not walking with Him anymore.  67So Jesus said to the twelve, “You do not want to go away also, do you?” 68Simon Peter answered Him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have words of eternal life. 69“We have believed and have come to know that You are the Holy One of God.” 70Jesus answered them, “Did I Myself not choose you, the twelve, and yet one of you is a devil?” 71Now He meant Judas the son of Simon Iscariot, for he, one of the twelve, was going to betray Him. <So even in the midst of those who followed Jesus, there were some who momentarily believed and wanted to make Him a king. There were some who believed for a little while but when the talk became difficult, they left. And there was Judas who never truly believed to salvation, but hung around to the very end to get what He could get out of it>
John 8:30-31 (NIV)

30Even as he spoke, many put their faith in him. <Sounds good, might sound like salvation to some> 31To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching <or abide in my word, or simply obey me>, you are really my disciples.

Pretty straight. You’re a true disciple when you abide in His Word and obey Him.

John 12:42-43 (NIV)

42Yet at the same time many even among the leaders believed in him. But because of the Pharisees they would not confess their faith for fear they would be put out of the synagogue; 43for they loved praise from men more than praise from God.

They wanted the approval of men. They were, they were going to believe up to a point. 


James 2:14 (NIV)

14What good is it, my brothers, if a man claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save him? <What’s the answer? No, this faith cannot save him. Can faith not accompanied by moral character save? Can faith not accompanied by righteous conduct save? Of course not>

James 2:19 (NIV)

19You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that - and shudder.

You believe and you think you’re saved. They’re ahead of you. Demons have all the right theology but they will not bow to the lordship of Christ. They will not bow to the sovereignty of God. They chose rebellion. They hate good and they cherish evil.

So, you can see from these verses that there is a faith that doesn’t save. There’s a faith that’s temporary, partial, inadequate. That’s different than the faith that saves. John 3:16, the word there “believe”, whosoever believes shall not perish, the word “believe” there is the same word in John 2:24 translated “entrust” or “commit.” It’s something deeper than just believing facts, it’s committing one’s life, turning from sin, submitting to Christ. And the Spirit of God works it all and produces a changed life. You see, salvation and saving faith is more than wanting forgiveness, it’s more than wanting heaven, it’s being willing to turn from sin and submit to Christ.

Now let’s look a little more closely at this saving faith as we wrap up. What is it? What is saving faith? A definition of saving faith, first, a very simple one, it is a gift from God, it is a gift from God. In Ephesians 2, you know it:

Ephesians 2:8-9 (NIV)

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


Philippians 1:29 (NIV)

29For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ <It’s a gift of God. You can’t do it on your own. It’s sovereignly given> not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him,
Second, it’s permanent, saving faith is permanent. A divine gift is permanent. It is not something God gives and takes away. It is not something man conjures and then loses. Why?

Romans 1:17 (NIV)

17For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: “The righteous will live by <what> faith.”

He goes on living by faith. God continues to grant that persevering faith. True faith cannot die. It is a gift of God. It is permanent. 


Philippians 1:6 (NIV)

6being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.

Third, saving faith is obedient. It is obedient. The faith that God gives produces obedience. You see, the faith that God gives includes both the will and the ability to conform to His Word. 


Philippians 2:13 (NIV)

13for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.

Isn’t that wonderful? When God saves you, He gives you a faith that He energizes that has the ability and the will to obey.

Titus 1:15-16 (NIV)

15To the pure, all things are pure, but to those who are corrupted and do not believe, nothing is pure. In fact, both their minds and consciences are corrupted. 16They claim to know God, but by their actions they deny him. They are detestable, disobedient and unfit for doing anything good.
So it’s a gift. It’s permanent. It’s obedient. And finally, another element of saving faith, and I’ll just close with this, it’s humble, it’s humble. For this you need to only look at the Beatitudes, “Blessed are the poor in spirit.” It goes on to talk about poverty of spirit, brokenness, repentance, sorrow, meekness, hunger, thirst for righteousness, blessed are the merciful, blessed are the pure in heart, blessed are the peacemakers, blessed are those persecuted for righteousness sake. You see, true faith begins in humility and in brokenness and in sorrow and in repentance and in poverty in spirit and it ends in obedience and endurance. True faith is humble.

And people who cling to a memory, to a salvation based upon a memory of an emotional feeling sometime in the past but lack love for Christ and lack a deep desire to obey Him, don’t belong to Him. And again I remind you of that tremendously haunting verse:

1 Peter 2:7a (RSV)

7To you therefore who believe, he is precious
I’ll tell you how you can spot a Christian, to that person Christ is <what> precious. You don’t have to debate whether he should submit to Christ, he’s precious to Him. He longs to submit. And people who don’t believe no matter what the past was aren’t saved. That’s why Paul says in: 


2 Corinthians 13:5 (NIV)

5Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves. Do you not realize that Christ Jesus is in you - unless, of course, you fail the test?

May God grant you a true saving faith, a permanent gift that begins in humility and brokenness over sin and ends up in obedience unto righteousness, that’s true faith. And it’s a gift that only God can give. And if you desire it, pray and ask that He would grant it to you.

Pray
Father, thank You for our time this morning. Thank You for Your Word to us. Thank You for all that the Scripture says so clearly about these matters. And we have but scratched the surface. Make us faithful, O Lord, to stand for that true faith, to articulate the saving gospel of Christ in a way that pleases You that men and women might not be deceived but that they might be saved. We pray in Your grace that You would save sinners even this morning in Christ’s name. Amen. 
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