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FAITH AND/OR WORKS

This sermon, like some others I have preached in the past, has
been inspired and motivated by a letter I recently received from a
college student. This particular student grew up under the influence
of dedicated and theologically liberal parents, and a theologically
liberal minister. Now he finds himself in an environment pretty much
dominated by Calvinistic conservatives. One might in this case even
say ultra-conservatives.

His letter asks, "Do you have any suggestions as to books and
literature I could use to show that I am not alone in my beliefs, not
just making up my own religion? Do you think it is worth the effort
to continue participating in these discussions, or do you recommend
that I give up?"

Sincere and honest discussion of a subject such as religion is
always worth the effort. The only difficulty is that when two people
discuss such a subject from highly divergent points of view, the chances
are that neither one is listening to the other. There is much more
concern for conversion than for enlightenment. While one is talking
the other is probably marshaling his arguments for the rebuttal. To
have a valid and worthwhile discussion demands open-mindedness, a
willingness to hear the other point of view, and, of course, in a
Christian context, it should be designed to enlighten in a spirit of
good will, not to browbeat and dominate. In the Gospels one never
finds Jesus trying to ram his doctrines down the throats of his
listeners. He sought rather to win them with love and example.

Well, my young friend went on to describe to me the areas of dis
agreement and heated discussion; such subjects as Biblical infalli
bility, predestination, the incarnation, grace, original sin and free
will. On each of those subjects one could of course preach many
sermons and write many books. Then he tossed to me, "the final problem"
as he put it, the relationship between faith and works. I quote from
the letter itself in which he reports his religion professor's point of
view. The professor argued,

". . . To the liberals, faith makes absolutely no
difference and can even detract from works or man 's
ultimate justification... The liberals place all
emphasis on works since they feel that works are the
only thing that count in God's eyes."

I don't know what liberals that professor has been talking to
lately, but certainly to none that I have ever come across. No
Christian leader, conservative or liberal, has ever, to my knowledge,
denied the importance of faith. The statement is a bold misrepresenta
tion and it therefore becomes the main subject with which I wish to
deal for the remainder of our time this morning.








