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Faith Unto The Saving Of The Soul  (Part 4)

The Hebrew writer said in Hebrews 10:39 “But we are not of them that shrink back unto perdition; but of them that have faith unto the saving of the soul.”   But what does it mean to have faith unto the saving of the soul?  This has been the focus of our study for the past several weeks and we want to continue this series today.  

It is not our purpose in this series of studies to consider the term faith only from the standpoint of its academic meaning, but rather with a view of its practical application in our lives.  We are considering the question, “What does it mean, in the way we live, to have faith unto the saving of the soul?”  To state the matter in other words, it is our purpose to try to show something of what happens to a person who has genuine faith in God.  The Hebrew writer in Hebrews chapter 11, illustrates to us what it means to have faith unto the saving of the soul by showing the effect that faith had in the lives of men and women such as Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Sarah, Jacob, Joseph, Moses and others.  

As we have mentioned in previous lessons Abel believed God and therefore he offered a sacrifice acceptable to God (v. 4).  If we have faith we will also offer sacrifices that are pleasing to God.  Noah believed God when God warned him of the coming flood, and therefore, he heeded the warning of God and prepared an ark to the saving of his household (v. 7).  If we have faith we will heed the warnings of God concerning the coming judgment and make preparation by faithfully obeying God as Noah did.   

Today we want to talk about the faith of Abraham.  

First of all look in verse 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.  Abraham was of the city of Ur of the Chaldeans.  God calls him to leave his native country and to leave much of his family and to go into a land that God would show him. Abraham obeyed, and God directed him to the land of Canaan.  For Abraham to leave his home and his family and to set out on a journey toward a strange land, not knowing where he was going, shows a strong degree of trust and confidence in the One who called him.  This is faith!   Abraham didn’t know where he was going, but he trusted God, and so he obeyed.  The Hebrew writer says, “By faith Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out…”  That is what faith will do.  It will always obey.  

And then look at verses 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 Isaac 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 a figurative sense.”   The account of this trial of Abraham’s faith is recorded in Genesis chapter 22.  Now Isaac was the son of promise.  Now let’s step back and give some history.  God promised Abraham that he would make of him a great nation, that his descendants would be as numerous as the stars in the heaven (Gen. 12:2; 15:5).  He also promised Abraham that He would give to Abraham and his descendants this land to which God had brought Abraham (Gen. 12:7).  He also promised that in him all the families of the earth will be blessed (Gen. 12:3).  At the time God made these promises to Abraham, Abraham did not have any children.  His wife Sarah was barren.  Eliezer of Damascus was his heir.  But God said to Abraham that Eliezer “shall not be your heir, but one who will come from your own body shall be your heir.” (Gen. 15:4).  But for a long time they had no children.  And so Sarah decides to give her Egyptian maidservant whose name was Hagar to Abraham to obtain children by her.  Abraham takes Hagar to be his wife and she and Abraham have a son, and they name him Ishmael.  Abraham thinks this is the son through whom the promises will be fulfilled.  But that is not according to God’s plan.  When Abraham was 99 years old and Sarah 89 years old, God said to Abraham that He would give him a son by Sarah.  He said, “Sarah your wife shall bear you a son, and you shall call his name Isaac; I will establish My covenant with him for an everlasting covenant, and with his descendants after him.” (Gen. 17:19)  Abraham and Sarah are now beyond the age of child bearing, but God says that Sarah will give you a son.  Abraham believes God.  Paul puts it this way in Romans 4:19-22, “And not being weak in faith, he did not consider his own body, already dead (since he was about a hundred years old), and the deadness of Sarah's womb.  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 also able to perform.

And therefore ‘it was accounted to him for righteousness.’”   
And now some years later, Isaac is a young man, and God tells Abraham to take him to the land of Moriah and offer him there as a burnt offering (Gen. 22:2).  Is not Isaac the son of promise?  How will the promises be fulfilled if he is killed?   Had Abraham possessed the spirit of some of our modern rationalists, how easily he might have persuaded himself that there was some mistake or delusion in the case; that the command could not be from God; that it was inconsistent with both the character and promises of God.  But no, nothing of this occurred in the case of Abraham.  He knew that God had commanded and that was enough.  Because of his faith in God, he obeyed.  He took his son to the land of Moriah, to the place of which God had told him.  “…Abraham built an altar there and placed the wood in order; and he bound Isaac his son and laid him on the altar upon the wood.  And Abraham stretched out his hand and took the knife to slay his son.  But the Angel of the LORD called to him from heaven and said, "Abraham, Abraham!" So he said, ‘Here I am.’  And He said, ‘Do not lay your hand on the lad, or do anything to him; for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from Me.’” (Gen. 22:9-12)  And Abraham looked and behind him a ram caught in a thicket by his horns and Abraham offered it up for a burnt offering instead of his son.

Because of Abraham’s faith in God, he obeyed God.  Abraham knew that even if he actually offered Isaac upon the altar, that God was able to raise him up even from the dead and fulfill His promises through Isaac.  That’s faith.  Faith obeys.  Faith is a confidence and trust in God that will lead one to obey whatever God may command.  If Abraham had refused to obey God, then he would not have had faith unto the saving of the soul.  If he had refused to leave his family and country and go into another land as God commanded, then he would not have had faith unto the saving of the soul.  If he had refused to offer Isaac upon the altar as God commanded, he would not have had faith unto the saving of the soul.  Faith unto the saving of the soul is a faith that obeys.  

James makes this clear in James 2:14-26.  In verse 14 James says, “What does it profit, my brethren, if someone says he has faith but does not have works? Can faith save him?”  James is asking, “can faith without works, without obedience to God’s commands, save a man?”   The answer is “no.”  Faith that does not obey God’s commands will not save a man.  This is the point James is making.   In verse 20 he says, “But do you want to know, O foolish man, that faith without works is dead?”  A person who refuses to obey the commands of God has a dead faith.  That faith will not save.  No one can be justified with a dead faith.  In verses 21-23 James gives an example of faith by which one is justified.  It is the example of Abraham.  He gives the same example that the Hebrew writer does in Hebrews 11.  He says, “Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he offered Isaac his son on the altar?  Do you see that faith was working together with his works, and by works faith was made perfect?  And the Scripture was fulfilled which says, ‘Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness.’ And he was called the friend of God.”   How was Abraham justified?  It was not by faith alone, but by faith with works.  In verse 24 James says, “You see then that a man is justified by works, and not by faith only.”   James is talking about faith by which one is justified.  It is a faith that is demonstrated in obedience to God’s commands.  It’s the faith of Abraham.  It is faith unto the saving of the soul.
But someone says, “what about Romans 3:28 where Paul says that “a man is justified by faith apart from the works of the law.”?  James says we are justified by faith with works, and Paul says we are justified by faith apart from works.  Paul and James are talking about two different kinds of works.  Paul refers to works in which one might boast, works whereby one earns his righteousness.  Look in Romans 4:2-4, “For if Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast about, but not before God.  For what does the Scripture say? ‘Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness.’ Now to him who works, the wages are not counted as grace but as debt.”  These works of this passage give a person the right to boast.  One who is justified by these works, his justification is not received by grace, but it is a matter of debt, in other words it is something he earns.  The only way a person could be justified by this means is if he obeyed the law perfectly, never committing any sin.  Since all have sinned (Rom. 3:23) no one then can be justified by works of law.  Since all have sinned, all are in need of God’s grace to be saved.

The works discussed by James is obedience to the commands of God that demonstrate our faith, and perfect our faith.  We are sinners in need of God’s grace, but in order to be saved by God’s grace we need to come to Christ in faith.  But what kind of faith is this.  It is a faith that is demonstrated.  It is a faith with obedience.  By obedience to God’s command Abraham proved his faith which was accounted to him for righteousness.  Faith without these works, without this demonstration, is a dead faith and it will not justify.
And by the way, both Paul and James used the same example of faith, Abraham.  Paul says, “For what does the Scripture say? ‘Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness.”   That is a quote from Genesis 15:6.  Abraham was justified by faith apart from the meritorious works of the law.  James says, “Was not Abraham our father justified by works when he offered Isaac his son on the altar?”  And then he says, “And the Scripture was fulfilled which says, ‘Abraham believed God, and it was accounted to him for righteousness.’”  James quotes from the same passage that Paul does, Genesis 15:6.  Paul and James are talking about the same kind of faith, the faith of Abraham--the faith that justifies.  It is a faith that will show itself in obedience to the commands of God.
In the same way, if we have faith in God, as Abraham did, then we will obey God when He gives us a command.  

In Acts chapter 2, verse 37 we read of those who were cut to the heart when they learned that they had crucified the One whom God had made both Lord and Christ.  They were sinners in need of salvation.  They asked the question, “Men and brethren, what shall we do?”  Peter answered by saying, “Repent, and let every one of you be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins; and you shall receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”  If they had saving faith, what do you think they would do?  They would do what Peter said.  It says in verse 41, “Then those who gladly received his word were baptized.”  And that is what will happen today.  One who comes to the realization that he is a sinner today and in need of salvation, and learns that Jesus is Lord and Savior, and hears the Lord say through Peter, repent, and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the remission of sins, what will he do?  If he has true faith he will obey.   He will repent and be baptized for the remission of sins.  That’s what saving faith does.
Our time is gone for today.  We thank you for listening.  But before we close, we want to invite you to check out our web site.  You are able to hear sermons on a variety of topics, and you also are able to hear previous Bible Talk radio broadcasts.  The web address is sjchurchofchrist.com.
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