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BC art. 22; Rom. 3:21-31; Gal. 2:15-16; The Merits of Faith I. What Faith Is II. What Faith Is Not
Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ, what do you believe?  I ask this question often during our evening worship service- what do you believe?  The answer to that question comes in the form of the Apostle’s Creed.  I believe in God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit. We could say that the Apostles Creed is a summary of the content of the Christian faith.  But what do other people believe?  How would people answer this question- what do you believe?  Well, most people believe in something.  Around 92% of Americans say that they believe in some form of higher power.  But very few actually believe what is true.  Many others will state that they believe in themselves.  Believe in yourself- the self-help gurus will tell you.  The power of positive thinking! This week I came across a website that listed- 13 of the most powerful things to believe.   Listen to 3 of these “powerful” statement of faith concerning self- belief.  
1. “Believe in Yourself and believe that you’re capable of achieving anything you want.”  2. “Believe that you are in control of your life and your destiny.”  3. “Believe that to change your life, you must change yourself.  To change your life for the better, you must look inward and change yourself.” So which is it?  In what or in whom shall we believe?  Should our faith be placed in the God who has revealed Himself in His word, or should our faith be in the power of the self and positive thinking? I submit to you- that believing in someone who is much more powerful than any man is more comforting than believing in what you can do. As we continue our series through the BC, we consider the righteousness of faith in Art. 22.  What is faith, where does it comes from, and what does true faith look like?  True faith is the doctrine under consideration today.  With this theme: Jesus Christ teaches us that true faith is from God and looks to God for salvation.  
I. What Faith Is 
In our first point, we consider what faith is.  We start with a positive definition.  True faith is a knowledge, conviction and trust in Jesus Christ.  Faith is assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen as Heb. 11 puts it.  By faith we know the truth and rely on Him who is the way and the truth.  Faith has traditionally been defined as knowledge, assent and trust.  By faith, we know the truth.  The content of God’s word is planted into our heart.  We are certain that these things are accurate, and we are convinced that these promises have been applied to me.  So there is a content to be sure, but there is a personal aspect as well.  The Spirit of God creates that faith within so that we might be able to know, understand and benefit from the truth of who Jesus is and what He has done.  True faith is personal on two levels.  First, true faith must be something that you hold dear in your own heart.  I believe- as we confess in the Apostle’s Creed.  Not only others, but I too am forgiven as our HC LD 7 puts it.  So true faith must be a personal conviction and belief.  But true faith is personal in another way- because true faith is always directed at a specific person.  It is always faith in Jesus Christ.  So the direction of true faith is that it looks to another- specifically to Jesus Christ.  So we have placed our trust in Christ alone.  As we read in Rom. 3:25, we receive redemption that is in Jesus Christ by faith.  So we receive Christ and his redemption by faith.  You will remember that in BC art. 21 we considered atonement.  How is it that Christ the perfect and final High Priest would become the source of our atonement?  How do we benefit from His work?  The answer is- by faith.  So true faith is a personal and concrete faith- not abstract or theoretical.  Certain people believe certain things as accomplished by a specific person.  There is a personal relationship established- I believe in Jesus Christ who is my Savior and Lord.  
So where then, does this faith come from?  Well, the origin of this faith is that it comes from God. So, you can see the beauty and power of faith is not limited to man and our ability.  True faith has God as its origin- it comes from God- and true faith has God as its object.  Our faith is from God and we are turned to God- to look to Him by faith.  Faith, then, is a gift of God.  He is the author of it.  When thinking about faith, we have to keep in mind its gracious nature.  God is the origin and object of faith.  So faith is a gift where we turn to the giver!  It is freely given.  And since faith is a gift, it cannot be earned and does not, in itself, merit us anything.  Faith, being produced in us, is not a work of our hand.  As BC. Art. 22 says, it is kindled in our hearts.  So faith is not something that we can muster up on our own- nor is it an object that we gain by trying harder.  As Rom. 3:28 says, we are justified by faith apart from works of the law.  So faith is a work of God- something that the Holy Spirit produces in us by the preaching of the gospel.  There is a clear contrast between the gracious, God working nature of our faith and the ability of man to produce or manufacture what is necessary.  Man cannot and never will come to saving faith on His own.  God must do it.  Again, as Eph. 2:8 says, by grace you have been saved through faith.  Not of your own doing, it is a gift.  Eph. 2 says that we are saved by grace through faith.  Here we find that faith is an instrument.  Faith is that by which we are united to Christ- grafted into Christ so that we might partake of Him and His blessings.  As art. 22 puts it, faith is the instrument that keeps us in communion with Him and with all His benefits.  There are many ways that faith has been described.  Faith is often called the hand that receives Christ.  Faith is the mouth by which we eat His flesh in the Lord’s Supper.  Faith is the conduit by which His mercies flow to us.  By faith we are grafted into Christ- so that His life-giving sap might flow into us His branches.  So what, then, are the benefits we receive when we are untied to Christ by faith?  Well, being united to Christ by faith means that He and His blessings are delivered to us.  As we read in Rom. 3:22, we have the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ.  In other words, justification and life belong to us because we are united to Christ by faith!  We have full and complete salvation.  Everything that Christ secured is ours- as we will see in greater detail in BC 23 when it comes to our justification.  Nothing more is needed- nothing that is needed was lacking.  Or as BC 22 puts it, Jesus Christ is our righteousness- God credits to us all his mercy and holy works done for us and in our place.  So we rightly say- Jesus is our salvation!  He delivers us from our sins and secures for us righteousness and life!  His perfect obedience is credited to our account.  Faith is the means by which this credit takes place- as we learn to trust in Him and look to Him alone for our salvation.  So then, by faith we know, embrace, appropriate and seek Jesus Christ. 
II. What Faith Is Not
As we now begin our second point, we find what faith is not.  To start off, faith is not a work and faith has no worthiness in itself.  Faith is not a merit that earns our salvation.  When we go to work, we expect to be paid.  We have earned it- we have an agreement with our boss.  We get paid so much an hour.  Unfortunately, many people view God as an employer.  If I believe, God will reward my belief with eternal life which is my earned payment.  But our faith is not the grounds of our salvation- since faith is only an instrument that unites us to Christ.  BC art. 22 makes the point like this- we do not mean that it is faith itself that justifies us.  As Paul will go on to say in Rom. 4:4- if belief was a work, then our wages would not be a gift but rather our due.  In other words, if faith was a meritorious work of our hands, then we would earn our salvation.  Eternal life would be our payment- what we deserve.  As LD 23 puts it, it is not the worthiness of my faith, but only Christ satisfaction, righteousness and holiness that secures my salvation. So then, is faith, then, something that we can take credit for?  I mean, can a Christian at least be proud of the fact that they are a believer while many other people do not believe?  Are we better than those who do not believe because we have chosen to believe?  No- we all do not deserve God’s grace, nor do we deserve the gift of faith!  Faith is not a work of our hand, nor is it meritorious.  Thomas Aquinas, the Roman theologian, taught that our faith makes God a debtor to us.  Aquinas wrote that the “saints merit God’s promises by believing.  Therefore, to believe is meritorious.”  Opposed to this teaching of Aquinas, we see that merit and the power of faith is found only in Christ and not in ourselves.  To be clear, our works and our believing have no grounds to merit any blessings from God- only the works of Christ can secure any blessing for us.  We are to embrace what Christ has done, not depending on the strength of our faith but on the strength of our Savior!  Viewing our faith as a work undermines the very nature of faith!  You see, some people have confused faith as if it were a work of merit.  That my believing is a work that God rewards with salvation.  But Paul clearly contrast faith and works in our text from Rom. 3.  Rom. 3:24- we are justified by his grace as a gift.  3:28- we are justified by faith apart from works of the law.  That is why we say that we are saved by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone.  To apply this point, then, it is clear that there is a direct contrast between true faith and false faith.  True faith believes in God as He has revealed Himself.  False faith is a belief in yourself and your own ability- even if you call that ability faith.  Why is this important?  Well, those who believe in themselves and their own power will soon find out that there is no hope or lasting help here.  Self-help is really no help.  You cannot do what is necessary- no one can save their own soul!  But connected to this fact, those who think that they can help themselves will be prone to pride and boasting.  If I can help myself, I do not need God.  I can boast in my own ability!  As you can see, true faith and pride cannot dwell in the same heart!  As I Cor. 4:7 puts it, “what do you have that you have not received?  If then you received it, why do you boast as if you did not receive it?”  Since faith is a gift of God- why would you dare to boast about the fact that you have faith?  And even the nature of faith itself proves your own inability- as faith is complete trust and reliance on someone else!  So then, a proper understanding of faith kills human pride!  Let him who boasts, boast in the Lord!  To all those self-help gurus we would say- do not believe in yourself- believe in God- for He alone can help!  He alone can save!  If salvation was our due- something that we earned because we worked up the courage to believe- then we have a reason to boast in ourselves.  But if our salvation is a work of God from beginning to end- if we are saved in spite of ourselves- then God alone will get all the glory and praise!  Our faith does not do anything for God- does not gain something for Him.  Rather, faith simply receives what God graciously gives.  Faith itself does not justify.  
Neither is faith a gift that we can accept or reject at our own good pleasure.  Jesus died on the cross not to make salvation possible or theoretical.  That is why we do not speak as if God is waiting for us to accept His invitation- no.  Rather faith is kindled in our hearts- it is created within by the HS.  Our salvation remains a work and gift of God from beginning to end.  It really is that simple.  Either we can save ourselves or we need to be saved by another.  Either Jesus is not the perfect and complete savior- or those who believe in Him find all that they need!  Nor is faith something that is blind and void of meaning.  Sometimes you will hear people talk about faith as if it were a blind leap.  Like jumping off a bridge into a dark, bottomless pit.  That is not faith.  True faith is not void of meaning or empty.  It is not a blind leap into the dark.  Just as we do not put our faith in our faith, so also we refuse to accept a definition of faith that fails to link faith to the faithful one!  So faith is not just believing something/ anything.  Nor is faith a naked belief that all will work out.  Rather, true faith trusts in Christ and believes the clear promises of His word.  So our faith has to be faith in Jesus Christ, not faith in your faith or faith in nothing.  
To conclude, understanding the place and purpose of faith helps us see the strength and glory of faith as well.  It is not the strength of our faith that saves us- but rather the strength of Savior whom we embrace by faith!  Jesus Christ teaches us that true faith is from God and looks to God for salvation.  In this God remains just and the justifier of sinners.  Faith in Jesus Christ solves this dilemma.  By faith we are joined to Him- His death becomes our death- His righteousness credited to our account.  By faith we partake of Christ and all His blessings.  So by grace you will be saved through faith!  
