The Most Important Thing

On the Planet

By Pastor Jim Park, Ph.D.

 “However, when the Son of Man comes, 

will he find faith on the earth?”  (Luke 18:8)

The main thesis of this last chapter.

and really the whole book.

is that genuine faith, which leads 

to an entire surrender of the life and will to God,

is the most important thing on the planet.

In this essay we are going to look at

some of the issues surrounding the relationship

between true faith and 

Biblical doctrine.

We are also going to briefly

look at the five spiritual disciplines

which build the all-important

element of faith.

The “It Really Doesn’t Matter What You Believe” Box
Because of the pluralism noted in the previous essay, most people’s reaction today to a definitive Biblical teaching is: “it really doesn’t matter what you believe.”  This is usually followed up by the interesting ethical qualification, “Just so you aren’t hurting anyone.”  This first option might be pictured like a box, where any number of ethical and moral considerations are all considered as equally good and valid.
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Now in order to test the viability of such an option let’s take an object lesson from the real world that most of us could relate to.  Out in my backyard I have built some grow boxes which I have filled with good soil in order to grow healthy fruit and vegetables.  I think everyone would agree that there would be a direct relationship between what material you put in the box and the resultant growth or non-growth of the plants.  

In fact, if I it would not take too many harmful ingredients to make the plants placed in the box non-productive.  If we would add to the dirt some thorns, rocks, gunk, acid and garbage, the plants coming out of such a bizarre array of soil would produce little or no growth.
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Jesus illustrated this same principle in the parable of the sower in Matthew 13 where the fruitfulness of the word is directly related to the fertility of the ground.  Yet it is not until the growth of the plant can the rocky, thorny and good soil be judged.  Just as the plant cannot help but reflect what is in the dirt, people will reflect by their daily lives what they believe.  Jesus was affirming this truth when He told his disciples that “You shall know them by their fruits” (Matthew 7:17).  

The Master Gardener clearly points out that the object of the Christian life is the production of fruit, which we understand to be: “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law (Galations 5:22-23).  Ellen White has also affirms that “the object of the Christian life is fruit-bearing.”1 

So does it really matter what we believe?  Does it really matter what we put in our own doctrinal or ethical boxes? Of course it does!  And how do we know?  Because just as poor soil is one of the components which produces weak plants, good soil is one of the components which produces healthy plants.  But it might surprise some that good soil alone is not a guarantee that good plants will be produced.  For there are other factors determine the development of either weak or healthy plants.  These components will be looked at in the next section.

What Do We Put in the Box?

There have been many spirited discussions over the years about what exactly belongs in the Seventh-day Adventist doctrinal and lifestyle practices box.  The discussions range from choices on health, recreation, dress, adornment, Sabbath-keeping and other issues.  Various groups within the church are loosely labeled “conservative,” “liberal,” “historical Adventist,” “evangelical Adventist” “moderate Adventist” or some other designation, depending on what is commonly placed in their boxes.  Everyone assumes their box is best and arguments abound concerning the worthwhile elements in their box versus the unhealthy elements in the boxes of others.  New members are especially bewildered and often question, “What really belongs in the box?”

[image: image3.wmf]
Now let’s just say for arguments sake that we could for once all agree what should be in the box.  More than that.  Let’s say that we could determine through Biblical study just exactly what belonged in the box.  Would this be enough to ensure healthy Christian growth and the development of good fruit? 

Perhaps not.  Jesus Himself commended the Pharisees with the meticulous things they had placed in their boxes but found them wanting in some very critical elements:  “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint, dill, and cummin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law, justice and mercy and faith. It is these you ought to have practiced without neglecting the others” (Matthew 23:23 NRSV). 

Here Jesus says to the Pharisees that there is more to the Christian life than making sure that you have only the best doctrinal beliefs and practices in your box as evidenced by their meticulous paying of tithe.  While careful not to undermine the importance of sound doctrine, Jesus pointed to “the weightier matters of the law, justice and mercy and faith” (Matthew 23:23 NRSV) as critical components that would insure a balanced Christian life.

Now here is where things get interesting.  So far we have uncovered two principles which can be expressed in the following simple way:  Great soil (what’s in the box)does not always guarantee great growth (fruit).  One of the critical elements that Jesus showed must accompany sound doctrine is “faith” which we will explore more fully in the next section.

Faith, Force and Doctrine

Jesus clearly taught us that the branch cannot bear fruit unless it abides in the Vine. (John 15:1-11).  According to Ellen White, this abiding in the Vine is a figure for faith: “By faith in Him as a personal Saviour the union is formed.”2  The Bible underlines the fact that faith is a critical factor in the Christian life for: “without faith it is impossible to please God” (Hebrews 11:6), and “everything that does not come from faith is sin.” (Romans 14:23).   

Ellen White further equates faith with submission in the following classic definition:  “Faith is trusting God--believing that He loves us and knows best what is for our good. Thus, instead of our own, it leads us to choose [or submit to] His way.”3  To have faith in God goes beyond the mere holding of correct beliefs or having our boxes full of excellent Bible doctrines.  It involves the submission of the will and making Jesus truly Lord of our lives.  

Ellen White understood that both doctrine and faith are important when she wrote:  “I wish you to distinctly understand this point, that souls are kept from obeying the truth by a confusion of ideas [doctrine or what’s in the box], and also because they do not know how to surrender their wills and minds to Jesus [exercise faith].”4  Perhaps one of the greatest challenges facing the church today is not only teaching the what of salvation but the how as well.
Although it might not be readily apparent, if we do not have faith in God’s power or submit our lives to Him, then the only option left is to have faith in our own power.  This will lead us to depend not on God,  but our own force of will or human power to accomplish those things we have put in the box.   Therefore, it is possible for two people to have the same good soil in their boxes but have two entirely different results as illustrated by the following diagram: 
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Those who use faith will manifest good fruit, while those who use force will manifest bad fruit.  Ellen White teaches that faith and submission will lead to the manifestation of good fruit:

All things are possible with God, and by faith we may lay hold on His power. But faith is not sight; faith is not feeling; faith is not reality. "Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things  not  seen." To abide in faith is to put aside [surrender] feeling and selfish desires, to walk humbly with the Lord, to appropriate His promises, and apply them to all occasions, believing that God will work out His own plans and purposes in your heart and life by the sanctification of your character; it is to rely entirely, to trust implicitly, upon the faithfulness of God. If this course is followed, others will see the special fruits of the Spirit manifested in the life and character.5  

 On the other hand, those who do not practice faith and submission will exhibit different fruit, as evidenced in how they conduct their lives and influence others.  For does it not seem apparent, that if a person uses force instead of faith to obey God, that they will try to use subtle or direct force in their attempts to influence others?  They will treat others as they treat themselves.  If they are forcing themselves to obey, will they not in turn try to force others in the path of obedience?  Notice this interesting quotation from the pen of inspiration:

Those who have but a partial understanding of the principles of reform [they do not know how to exercise faith] are often the most rigid, not only in carrying out their views themselves, but in urging them on their families and their neighbors. The effect of their  mistaken reforms,  as seen  in their  own  ill-health, and their efforts to force their views upon others, give many a false idea of dietetic reform, and lead them to reject it altogether.6
 Jesus told us “You shall know them by their fruits” (Matthew 7:17).  Leroy Moore in a recent book entitled Adventism in Conflict makes a most interesting observation concerning the theological battle that waged over Righteousness by Faith in the 1888 General Conference session:   “But her own [Ellen White’s] printed positions harmonized with Butler and Smith. . . . But not until she saw their satanic spirit . . . . did she have her first intimidation that the two church leaders might be theologically wrong.”7  

In other words, Ellen White had the insight to see that error will ultimately produce bad fruit.  The fruit will reflect what’s in the box.  Poor fruit grows when the soil is bad and the faith is weak. If we want to change the fruti, then both the soil and the faith elements must be enriched.  Simply arguing over the contents of the box will never accomplish the change the Lord desires to work in our lives.  We can avoid the pitfalls of both the overly liberal side (It doesn’t really matter what is in the box) and the overly conservative side (producing works apart from faith) by the balanced statement:  Strong faith exercised in good soil produces rich fruit.  
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Faith Disciplines

This short section simply deals with how to get faith.  Jesus taught us that we don’t need alot of faith to make wonderful things happen:  “I tell you the truth, if you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there’ and it will move. Nothing will be impossible for you” (Matthew 17:20). 

First of all it is clear from Scripture, that faith in God must be grounded in the Word of God:  “Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17).  “Genuine faith has its foundation in the promises and provisions of the Scriptures.”8   The more opportunities we have to assimilate the Word of God into our lives and the sharing it with others, the more our faith will grow.

How to increase our faith should not be guesswork but is actually grounded in five spiritual disciplines which are:

Daily:  

Bible Study—To become acquainted with the wonderful God of Scripture.

Prayer—To energize our faith and prepare us for service.

Service—To use our spiritual gifts for the up building of the Kingdom.

Weekly:  

Worship—To gather together as God’s people to receive and be a blessing.

Small Group—To gather together for fellowship, study and service.

I have witnessed wonderful changes take place in the lives of individuals as they daily come in contact with God’s Word.  One of my friends likened it to eating cornflakes every morning—not always exciting but essential for spritual growth.  As individuals add one or more of the five spiritual disciplines, their faith grows and conversion deepens.  

Summary

Again it is my observation that one of the greatest challenges facing the church today is not only teaching the what of our doctrines but the how as well.  It is especially critical within the context of our post-Christian society that we underline the relational as well as the doctrinal motifs of our faith.  People today are asking questions relating to faith such as:  “How am I going to get through this crisis?”  We need to show people how our major doctrines like the Sabbath and Second Coming enhances both our faith and our ability to handle the stresses of daily living with peace, love and joy in our hearts.  Once we have learned through faith and surrender how to grow the Christian graces in our own lives, they will surely be reproduced in the lives of many others as well:

If we would humble [surrender] ourselves before God, and be kind and courteous and tenderhearted and pitiful [bear fruit], there would be one hundred conversions to the truth where now there is only one. But, though professing to be converted [believing the doctrines], we carry around with us a bundle of self that we regard as altogether too precious to be given up [surrendered]. It is our privilege to lay this burden [trusting in ourselves] at the feet of Christ and in its place take the character and similitude of Christ [bear fruit]. The Saviour is waiting for us to do this.9

May the Lord grant to each of us the grace to walk across the street—from the corner of self to the corner of faith and surrender so we may each bear fruit for His glory, Amen!
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