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    Philippians 3:17. Look on those who walk in this way, as you have us for an example.


    Hebrews 13:8. Follow the faith of those who led you, considering the outcome of their lives.


    At London, printed by Humfrey Lownes for Leonard Greene. 1607.


  To the Noble and Virtuous Gentlemen, Sir John Sheffield, Knight; and M. Oliver St. John: Sons and Heirs to the Right Honorable Edmund Lord Sheffield, Lord President of the North, and Oliver Lord St. John, Baron of Bletso: Grace and Peace

  • • •

    The gracious promises of God — made to the holy patriarchs concerning the land of Canaan — were a singular comfort to the believing Israelites during their bondage in Egypt. When Moses renewed those same promises (and God confirmed his words with so many miracles), their joy grew abundantly, even as their chains grew heavier. But the pledge of God's presence in the pillar of cloud — which led them through the wilderness both night and day — far surpassed all His promises in the comfort it gave. Moses himself said he would rather be kept from the promised land than be deprived of the comfort of that presence along the way: "If Your presence does not go before us, do not lead us up from here." These things are examples for us, and clear pictures of the situation of those who live under the Gospel. They show plainly that while believers are greatly encouraged in their spiritual journey by the gracious promises God has made to them in Christ, their joy is made much greater by seeing those who have gone before them in the way of faith — those who serve as a cloud of witnesses, like a pillar of cloud.

    Here, then, see what great reason we have to fix our eyes on this cloud of witnesses, which the Holy Spirit has raised up as a pledge of His presence and a guide for all who will follow their steps in the practice of faith until the end of the world. If Moses was so moved by that cloud that led only to a temporary inheritance, should we not be far more filled with delight in this cloud, which leads us to the kingdom of heaven? In every situation, the righteous must live by faith, for we walk by faith, not by sight. And what is the hope and happiness of a Christian but to receive at last the salvation of our souls — which is the goal of our faith and the end of this walk. But not just any faith will carry us through. Some begin in the Spirit but end in the flesh, going out with Paul for a while and then returning with Demas to the world. They cannot do otherwise, because apostasy is the natural end of hypocrisy. The person who deceives others in his profession of faith is usually deceived in his own salvation.

    Therefore our wisdom is this: to guard our souls so that our faith — as the beloved apostle said of love — is not merely in word and tongue, but in deed and in truth. For our better guidance in testing the genuineness of our faith, we have here many notable examples in this cloud of witnesses, made up of the most worthy believers from all ages before Christ's incarnation. Every one of them demonstrated the life of faith through their works, and in them we can see how to put our faith into practice. We must pay close attention to this, because in every situation we must practice faith. Without faith it is impossible to please God. And what situation in life could possibly come upon us for which we do not have a living example and forerunner leading the way to heaven, somewhere within the compass of this cloud? Are you a king or a magistrate? Look to David, Hezekiah, and the Judges. Are you a courtier? Look to Moses. Are you a soldier? Look to Samson, David, and Joshua. Here is Enoch, Noah, and the prophets for ministers; the patriarchs for fathers; Sarah and the Shunammite for mothers; Isaac and Joseph for children. Here is Abel for shepherds and Rahab for those in trade. Here are some who lived in honor, in peace, and in plenty; some in want; and some in sickness — but most of all in persecution, because that is where faith is most severely tested. So whichever way we turn, if we walk by faith, we have here some faithful witness to go before us. To make their steps clearer to our sight so that we may follow hard toward the mark without wandering, we have here a notable light in this learned commentary. We must confess it is much diminished for lack of the refining hand of the godly author himself. But now that shining light has been extinguished — use this our lamp instead. It is fed with the oil we received in the Lord's sanctuary from that olive tree, from which many a person filled their vessel. We were urged to make it available for the common good, and we have presumed to place it under the shelter of your honored names, praying to God that it may help to guide your feet in the way of peace.

    The devout example of your honored parents, right noble and promising gentlemen, should strongly persuade you to be sound and steadfast in the faith. Declining in religion brings a stain on one's honor and a decay even of earthly provision. Instead, strive to grow in grace and trust the Lord with your outward circumstances. Honor Him, and He will honor you. Delight in Him, and He will give you your heart's holy desires. His faithfulness will be your shield, to the grief of those who envy your happiness. But beware of bad examples and evil counsel, which are the ruin and poison of younger years. Walk with God like Enoch. Use the world as Abraham did. Follow Moses in the matter of earthly pleasures — forsaking them when they become the pleasures of sin. Do this, and you will obtain a good report, and your memory will be blessed by your descendants, like these faithful witnesses. November 10, 1607.

    Yours in the Lord to be commanded, William Crashaw, Thomas Pierson.


  A Commentary upon the 11th Chapter of the Epistle to the Hebrews

  • • •

    Verse 1. Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.

    Every Christian needs to know two things about faith: its doctrine and its practice. The whole doctrine of faith, grounded and drawn from the word of God, is contained in the Creed, commonly called the Apostles' Creed. Having already expounded that doctrine, the next step is to lay out the practice of faith. For this purpose we have chosen this eleventh chapter of Hebrews, which is the portion of Scripture that most fully and excellently sets forth the practice of faith.

    This chapter connects to the previous one in this way. In the previous chapter we read that many Jews, having received the faith and given their allegiance to Christ, later fell away. Toward the end of that chapter there is a strong exhortation urging the Hebrews to persevere in faith to the end, and to bear patiently whatever comes upon them in their profession of it. Various reasons support that exhortation, though they need not be listed here, as they do not directly concern our present purpose.

    In this chapter the author continues that same exhortation. The whole chapter — in substance — is one extended argument to reinforce the earlier call to persevere in faith. The argument rests on the excellence of faith. This chapter demonstrates in several ways what an extraordinary gift of God faith is. The author's entire aim, therefore, is clearly to urge his readers to stand firm and continue in that faith, shown at length to be so excellent a thing. And indeed, no better argument could be made to move people to love and hold fast to their faith than by showing them how excellent it truly is. Common sense tells us not only to choose what is excellent, but to keep hold of it.

    From this connection between chapters we learn, in a word, that perseverance in faith is no ordinary matter, and no small excellence — as proven by the fact that the author of this epistle devotes such a lengthy and forceful exhortation to it. While ordinary exhortations take up one or a few verses, this one continues through several chapters.

    The chapter has two main parts:

    1. A general description of faith, from verse one through verse three.

    2. An illustration and demonstration of that description through a long recounting of many examples of ancient and worthy men in the Old Testament, from verse four to the end.

    We will take these in order.

    The description of faith consists of three actions or effects of faith, each set out in one of the first three verses.

    The first effect is in verse one: faith makes things that do not yet exist — but are only hoped for — take on a kind of substance and become present to the believer.

    The second effect is in verse two: faith brings a believer into God's approval.

    The third effect is in verse three: faith enables a person to understand and believe things that are beyond the reach of the senses and reason.

    We will now take up each effect in order.

    Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, and the evidence of things not seen.

    This first verse contains the first effect in the description of faith. We will look first at the true meaning of the words, and then at what instructions they naturally offer us. To understand the meaning, we need to examine the words one by one. Now faith —

    Scripture uses the word faith in three main ways: historical faith, miraculous faith, and justifying or saving faith.

    1. Historical faith is not only a knowledge of the word of God but a heartfelt agreement with its truth. This kind of faith belongs not only to all people, both good and bad, but even to demons themselves: James 2:19 — "You believe that God is one. You do well; the demons also believe, and shudder." Anyone who will believe from Scripture that there is one God will historically believe anything the Scriptures say.

    2. Miraculous faith, or the faith of miracles, is an inward persuasion of the heart, worked by a special action of the Holy Spirit in a person, whereby he is genuinely convinced that God will use him as an instrument for performing miracles. This faith too is found in both the elect and the reprobate — Judas had it, along with the other apostles.

    3. Saving faith, commonly called justifying faith, is a special persuasion worked by the Holy Spirit in the hearts of those who are effectually called, assuring them of their reconciliation and salvation through Christ.

    Of these three kinds of faith, the third is the primary meaning in this passage. Although the description and various parts of the chapter touch on other kinds of faith as well, the general focus throughout this chapter is on the faith that saves a person. We should therefore study carefully the instructions concerning the practice of this faith, for it is nothing less than saving faith.

    Second, faith is called the ground or substance — for the original word carries both meanings. Things hoped for do not yet exist; they have no being or substance. But faith, which believes the promises and applies them, gives these things that do not yet exist a kind of substance or presence in the heart of the believer. What has no being in itself comes to have a being in the heart of the believer through faith. This, I take to be the true meaning.

    Third, the text specifies what kind of things faith provides this ground or substance for: things hoped for and things not seen. These fall into two categories: things that only the Old Testament fathers hoped for, and things that both they and we hope for together.

    The first category includes two things: 1. The incarnation of Christ. 2. The glorious proclamation of the Gospel to both Jew and Gentile. Both of these were hoped for by the fathers, but we have seen them. To the fathers, they had existence only in faith; to us, they have existence in reality.

    Yet faith gave these two things a presence in the hearts and souls of the Old Testament fathers, even though they did not come to pass until hundreds of years later.

    There are other things we hope for just as they did — things still future and unseen by both them and us. There are six such things.

    - 1. Justification, consisting in the forgiveness of sins. - 2. Sanctification in this life. - 3. The completion and perfection of our sanctification after this life. - 4. The resurrection of the body and its reunion with the soul. - 5. The glorification of body and soul. - 6. Everlasting life and glory with God in heaven.

    None of these things have been seen with the eye of the body — neither by the fathers nor by us. Yet they hoped for them, and so do we. They have not yet come into existence, and neither have they for us. But true saving faith gave to the fathers, gives to us, and will give to every believer until the end of the world, such a certain assurance of these things that they seem present to us, as though we already enjoy them. We cannot fully enjoy any of them now, but saving faith has the power to give them all a present reality in our hearts, and to grant us such genuine possession of them that the Christian soul is greatly delighted. The taste of the sweetness of this coming glory actually overwhelms the pain of present worldly misery.

    Fourth, the text adds: and the evidence —

    This word teaches us two things about faith.

    1. Faith is an evidence, and so on. That is, faith so convinces the mind, understanding, and judgment that it cannot do otherwise — it compels them, by force of unanswerable arguments, to believe God's promises with certainty.

    2. Faith is an evidence in a second sense: while everlasting life and all other things hoped for are invisible — and have never been seen by any believer since the world began — saving faith has the power to take that thing which is invisible and never yet seen, and so vividly represent it to the heart of the believer and to the eye of his mind that he seems to already see and enjoy that invisible thing. He rejoices in that sight and that enjoyment of it. His judgment is not only convinced that such a thing will come to pass, though it is still future; his mind also, as far as God's word has revealed and as it is able to conceive, grasps that thing as though it were really present before it.

    Let one example serve for all: everlasting life is a thing hoped for. Faith not only convinces a person's judgment by infallible arguments grounded on God's word and promise — so that he can say he knows as certainly that everlasting life exists as he knows he himself is alive and moving — but faith also (as far as God's word has revealed and as far as the human mind can conceive) so represents everlasting life to the eye of the soul that the soul seems to apprehend and enjoy it. And often this happens to such a degree that a person holds the world and all its present comforts in contempt, compared to the measure of those joys which faith represents to his soul. Thus faith makes present what is absent, and makes clear and visible what is in itself invisible. What is invisible to the eyes of the body, faith makes visible to the eye of the soul — and that inner sight is given, sustained, and daily sharpened by saving faith. So faith is a most excellent evidence of things not seen. The whole sum of this first effect is briefly this: whereas the things to be believed — such as the perfection of sanctification, resurrection, glorification, and so on — have not yet been seen, and cannot be, because they have not yet occurred, yet if a person truly believes God's promises, these things will have a reality to his soul. His judgment knows with certainty that they will come to pass, and his soul, in vivid and joyful anticipation, seems to enjoy them already.

    So much for the meaning of the first effect.

    Now, in the second place, let us see what instructions this first effect, as explained, offers us.

    First, because faith gives a substance and reality to things that do not yet exist, we learn that the Old Testament fathers who lived before Christ's incarnation were truly partakers of the body and blood of Christ.

    If someone objects that this seems strange, since Christ had no body and blood until the incarnation — how then could they receive what did not yet exist?

    I grant that it is true: at that time Christ's body and blood had no existence, and yet the fathers received them. How can this be? The answer lies in the remarkable power of saving faith, which gives things that do not yet exist in nature a kind of being and substance. In this way, Christ — though He was yet to come — was present to believers in the Old Testament. Revelation 13:8 says that Christ is a Lamb slain from the foundation of the world. That is, He was slain then as much as now — not only in the counsel and decree of God, by which He is conceived and sacrificed in all times and places, and not only in regard to the eternal power, effectiveness, and merit of His death, but also in respect to the heart of the believer, whose faith makes what is locally absent in some true and real sense present. In this way Christ is indeed a Lamb slain from the foundation of the world.

    See a plain demonstration of this in John 8:56: "Your father Abraham rejoiced to see My day, and he saw it and was glad," says Christ. How could this be, when Christ was not born until more than a thousand years after Abraham? The answer is that this could not happen by natural reason, but it was indeed true to Abraham's faith. Through that faith he saw Christ more vividly, and with more joy and comfort, so many hundreds of years before He came, than many who lived in Christ's day, saw Him, heard Him, and spoke with Him. Those people, though they lived alongside Him, were as good as absent from Him, because they did not believe in Him. Abraham, though Christ was so far from him in time, was by faith present with Him. Again, 1 Corinthians 10:3 says that the ancient believing Israelites ate the same spiritual food and drank from the same spiritual rock, and that rock was Christ. How could they eat and drink Christ so long before He came? The answer is that they did so by virtue of that remarkable power of faith, which makes a thing absent present to the believer. By that faith they received Christ as vividly, as effectively, and as much to their profit and comfort as we do since His coming.

    If someone asks how their faith could apprehend something that did not yet exist, the answer is: by giving them a right and title to it. The fathers are said to have received Christ by faith because their faith gave them a right and claim in Christ, and in their hearts they felt the power of His death and resurrection. By that power they died to sin and were renewed in holiness just as we are today by that same power.

    Second, because faith makes things absent present —

    This refutes those who teach that the Lord's Supper is not a true sacrament unless the body and blood of Christ are either literally transformed into the bread and wine, or at least are present within or around them — so that Christ is locally and physically present and must be received in a bodily and substantial way. They argue that this is the most comforting way to receive Christ, asking what comfort there is in receiving someone who is absent. But these men do not understand this great privilege of true faith. Faith gives reality to things that do not yet exist, and makes present what is absent. Those who require Christ to be locally present are actually taking this noble power away from faith, for if Christ is already bodily present, there is nothing absent for faith to make present. In the Lord's Supper, we do not need to seek a physical presence. True faith is sufficient, for faith makes Christ present in a far more comforting way than His bodily presence ever could be.

    If someone asks how this can be, the answer is best known to the faith of the one who receives. Yet even reason can say something here: suppose a person looks intently at a star, with thousands of miles between his eye and the star. Even so, the star and his eye are so united together that the star is in some sense present to his eye. In terms of physical distance, we are as far from Christ as earth is from heaven. But if we consider the nature of faith — which reaches out to Christ wherever He is — then in that sense Christ is present. And why should this not be so? If the bodily eye, so weak and feeble, can reach as far as a star and join it to itself, making it present, why should not the piercing eye of the soul reach up to Christ and make Him present to its own deep comfort?

    Third, here we learn how to respond to a strange temptation that God uses to test His children. After God has received His children into His favor, He does not always continue to make that favor felt. He often withdraws the sense of it for a time, so that afterward He may reveal it again in a more comforting way — that they may feel it more keenly, love it more earnestly, and take greater care to keep it when they have it.

    During this eclipse of God's favor, He not only hides His love but allows them to feel enough of His wrath that they will often think themselves cast away from His favor. David and Job were frequently put through this temptation, as their most bitter and sorrowful complaints show. David did not hesitate, in Psalm 77:9, to challenge the Lord, saying that "He has forgotten to be gracious, and has shut up His compassion in anger." And Job, in Job 13:26, complained to the Lord that He writes bitter things against him and makes him possess the sins of his youth — words that sound like those of a man forsaken by God, and indeed that is how each of them felt for a time. What should we do if the Lord deals with us this way — if we feel nothing but His wrath wrestling with our consciences, and can think nothing else by present feeling but that God has forsaken us? Should we despair, as reason would suggest? No. Instead, take this course: call to mind God's merciful promises and His ancient, former love, and cast yourself upon that love even when you cannot feel it. When you have the most cause to despair, then labor hardest against it. When you have no reason to believe, then believe with all your power. Remember the power and privilege of your faith: it believes not so much things that exist and are plainly visible, as things that do not exist and have no being. So when God's favor seems to be lost and to have no existence for you, then God's favor is a fitting object for your faith, which believes things that do not exist. Let all the devils in hell set themselves against your poor soul — if you hold fast to this faith, they cannot make you sink under it. When the devil says you have lost God's favor, faith answers: though God's favor is lost to my feelings, it is not lost to my faith. My faith gives it a real existence, and no matter what you say, I will never believe it is truly gone. When God withdraws His favor and fights against you with His wrath, do as Jacob did in Genesis 32:24-29: wrestle with God even with just one leg. That is, even with only a tiny spark of faith, fight with that little faith, lay hold of God by it, and do not let Him go until He has blessed you and turned His favorable face toward you again. Say with Job, even in the heat of your trial: "O Lord, though You slay this body of mine, yet I will trust in You for everlasting life." And even if God's anger seems to increase, hold on all the tighter and do not faint — for faith will never fail you. It will restore the sense of God's love when it seems lost; it will set it before your eyes when it seems hidden. Consider this one reason: if faith can give everlasting life a real existence and make it present to your soul — when everlasting life has in fact never yet had any existence for you — how much more can faith give a real existence to God's favor and make it present to your soul, when that favor once truly existed, in fact still does exist, and was never truly lost, only lost to your feelings? True faith is able to answer this temptation, whether it comes in life or in the pangs of death.

    Fourth, because faith is called an evidence, we learn here that the nature of faith is not doubt but certainty and assurance. The Roman Catholic teaching that doubt is of the essence of faith is as contrary to true faith as darkness is to light. Faith is an evidence of things hoped for — that is, it convinces the judgment by infallible arguments, knowing the truth of the promises and of things hoped for as certainly as it knows that God is God. But Rome insists on joining faith and doubt together, which in reality fight like fire and water and can never truly coexist — one will in the end destroy the other.

    Objection: It seems that doubt is a part — or at least a companion — of faith, since we both doubt and believe. Who is so faithful that he never doubts? Answer: We do doubt. But what of it? We should not, because God commands us to believe, not to doubt. Therefore believing, since God commands it, is a virtue. And if it is a virtue, then doubting is a vice. Both faith and doubt exist in a good person, but faith is a work of grace and of the Spirit. Doubt is a work of the flesh, and part of the corruption of the old nature.

    Fifth, if faith is the substance of things hoped for, how much more is it a substance to the believer himself. If it gives reality to things outside him, how much more does it give a lasting reality to the believer himself, strengthening him to stand and continue through every assault. So, Hebrews 3:14, faith is what sustains and upholds the believer. Indeed, we may rightly say: faith is the spiritual substance and the spiritual strength of a Christian. And the measure of a person's faith corresponds to the measure of his spiritual strength.

    This has several useful and comforting applications, but especially two. First: when any of us is out of reach of a temptation, we feel confident in our own strength. But when we are attacked by the devil, the world, and our own flesh, we find that resisting is much harder than we imagined. It is as easy for water to burn or for fire to extinguish itself as it is for us to resist sin in our own strength. In fact, at every assault our nature is nearly certain to yield. Now if it is so hard to govern one sin, how shall we manage against that sea of temptations that overwhelms a Christian's life? This teaching shows the way: hold fast to your faith, and it will do it for you. If faith is the substance of the things you hope for — which have not yet come into existence — how much more will it supply you with spiritual strength and substance to make you stand in every temptation. When you are tempted, call to mind God's promises. Believe them. Apply them to yourself. Be convinced that they were made for you and will be fulfilled in you. Then, even though you have no more power in yourself than fire has to stop burning, as long as you do this you will feel your soul spiritually strengthened against every temptation. Having experienced this, deny your own strength and magnify the power God has given to true faith.

    Again, though most of us live quietly now, each under our own vine and fig tree, we do not know how soon the hand of the Lord may come upon us in poverty, sickness, imprisonment, exile, loss, famine, or whatever else pleases Him. How shall a poor Christian stand firm and brace himself to endure these things? The answer is that true saving faith, resting on God's word and genuinely believing the promises, will put such real spiritual strength into him that, even if he bends at first under the weight, he will recover and press forward in his profession of faith. He will follow Christ bearing his cross. God has given saving faith this extraordinary power: to resist temptation and to bear every cross.

    So much for the first action or effect of faith. The second follows.

    Verse 2. For by it the elders obtained a good testimony.

    This verse contains the second effect of saving faith: faith is the means by which a believer is approved by God. This verse has a special connection to verse five, for what is said here of all the elders in general is stated specifically of Enoch: that he was testified to have pleased God.

    Let us first look at the true meaning of the words.

    Elders: that is, all those men who, living under the old covenant, believed in Christ. Among them, though all are included, some were more distinguished in faith and obedience than others and therefore more honored and highly regarded by both God and men. It is to those especially that the text refers.

    Concerning these elders, it is further said that they obtained a good testimony. This phrase carries three meanings.

    - 1. That God approved and accepted them. - 2. That God approved them because of their faith in the coming Messiah. - 3. That God gave a testimony and declared publicly that He approved them.

    Regarding the first: how were they approved by God?

    Answer: Christ the Son of God is the one in whom the Father is well pleased. Now, when they believed in Christ, their sins were laid on Him and made His by imputation. Conversely, His holiness, obedience, and satisfaction were imputed to them and made theirs by the same imputation. Since these things were theirs, and since God was so well pleased with Christ, He could not but also approve of them for Christ's sake. If this seems difficult to grasp, consider this comparison: Jacob, the younger brother, put on Esau's garment, the elder brother's garment, and was taken for Esau in it. He received his father's blessing and inheritance, which he could never have obtained on his own. So we are like younger brothers. Christ is our elder brother. We have no right or claim to our Father's blessing or to the kingdom of heaven. We must put on the robe of perfect righteousness, which is Christ our elder brother's garment. Clothed with it, we obtain our Father's favor, and with His favor His blessing, and His blessing is the right and title to everlasting life. And thus by Christ they were approved.

    Second, for what were they approved? The text says: by faith — not because faith is an act of a sanctified mind or a good grace of God. Humility, love, and the fear of God are all graces of the sanctifying Spirit just as faith is. The reason faith is singled out is that it is the worthy instrument in the heart of the believer that lays hold of and applies to the soul the righteousness of Christ, by which a person is justified. Being the hand and instrument of their justification, it is by faith that they are said to have been approved.

    Third, the text adds that God did not only approve them, but testified and made it plain to all the world that He did so.

    God gave this testimony to them in two ways: 1. In His word. 2. In their own consciences.

    The truth of the first is clear in that not only in this chapter, but frequently throughout the Old Testament, God has made honorable mention of these elders and given them honorable titles. He called Abraham "the friend of God" (2 Chronicles 20:7), David "a man after God's own heart" (1 Samuel 13:14), and all of them His anointed and dearly beloved children (Psalm 105:15). This is how God testified of them in His word.

    Second, God testified to their own consciences by giving them His Spirit to assure them inwardly that He accepted them in the coming Messiah. And so these elders received a testimony both outward — to all the world — and inward — to their own consciences — that God in Christ approved and loved them. The meaning of the text is clear; its applications are many.

    First, since it is said these elders were approved by faith, we learn here the old and ancient way — the right and straight way, with no side roads — to everlasting life. It is this alone: to rely on God's mercy in Christ for the forgiveness of sin. This is the way all the ancient elders walked to heaven. It is the way God has opened and prepared to His court — the King's highway, the well-worn path that is open to everyone who knows how to walk it. It has never deceived anyone who has traveled it, and beside it there is no other. Since God has consecrated it and our elders have gone before us on this way, let us follow them, so that we may attain the kingdom to which it has brought them.

    If anyone still doubts whether this is the way, the Spirit of God settles the matter in Isaiah 30:21, first asserting plainly, "This is the way," and then commanding, "walk in it." Our elders obeyed this command of the Spirit, and walking in this way, they found its destination: everlasting life. If we would reach the same end of the journey, we must walk the same road.

    The world will say this exhortation is unnecessary, since we already walk this way, deny ourselves, and look to be approved by God only through Christ. But it is remarkable how greatly people deceive themselves. Can a person walk a road without leaving footprints behind him? In the same way, a person who walks this way leaves behind him clear evidence: the marks of continual dying to sin and living to holiness. A person who follows and observes the course of such a life can plainly say: here is where he cast off and left behind this sin and that one; here is where he took up and carried with him these virtues and graces of God. Here is a print of his faith, here a print of his hope, here are prints of his love. In this way a child of God can be traced all the way to heaven, right up to his death, which is the gate of heaven. How greatly deceived, then, are those who think they have walked this way all their lives and yet not one step can be seen. This way is so well-traveled that no one has ever trodden it since the world began without leaving behind clear and visible footprints, which all who cared to look might see. Therefore, since we all desire to come to heaven and profess to be on the road there, let us be as careful to leave behind us our footprints — that is, clear signs and evidence of our faith, our hope, and our love. If we do this, mark the excellent result: 1. Those prints testify to all who see them that we walked the right way to heaven. 2. They will serve as marks and directions for those who walk the same road after us. By the first we leave an honorable testimony of ourselves behind us; by the second we move others to glorify God's name, to whom our steps have been marks, directions, helps, and encouragements on the way to heaven.

    Second, for what were these elders approved? For their faith — for nothing else. Among these elders, Samson was extraordinary in strength, Solomon in wisdom, Joshua in courage, Moses in learning. Many were outstanding in worldly honor and dignity, in beauty, riches, and other outward gifts, and most of them in long life. Yet for none of these things — not even all of them together — is any one of them said to have been regarded by God. The text plainly states that it was for their faith that God approved them. Learn here, then, what it is above all things that makes us acceptable to God: to deny ourselves and to rest on the mercy of God in Christ. That will accomplish it, and nothing else. Do you have strength? So did Goliath, as well as Samson. Do you have beauty? Absalom had it as much as David, or more. Do you have wisdom? Ahithophel had it — not like Solomon, but far above ordinary men. Do you have riches? Esau was richer than Jacob. Have you lived long? So did Cain — and Ishmael as much as Isaac. Do you have many children? Ahab had as many as Gideon. Do you have learning, the glory of the natural mind? The Egyptians had it as well as Moses — in fact, that is where Moses learned it. You may have all of these things and still be a worthless person in the sight of God — so far from being approved by God that He will not condescend, except perhaps in His anger, to even look at you. If you have any of these outward gifts, do not despise them — they have their use. Thank God for them and use them well. Use them to be approved among people. But do not stand before God on the basis of them. Even if your gift is wisdom, learning, or anything however excellent, it cannot purchase God's favor and acceptance. True faith, on the other hand, is able to please God both in this life and especially on the day of judgment.

    This teaching first refutes the error of certain Roman Catholics who hold and write that many philosophers, because of their good use of natural reason, their depth of learning, and their moral lives, are now saints in heaven. This is a clear and shameful falsehood, and it is plainly refuted here. Was Solomon not accepted for all his wisdom — and should Socrates be? Was Moses not accepted for all his learning — how then should Aristotle be? If faith made all of them accepted, and nothing but faith, how is it possible for those to be accepted who never heard of faith? I will go further: many a person lives within the church, perhaps as deep in human learning as the philosophers, and with extensive knowledge of all religious doctrine — which the philosophers never had — and yet such a person cannot and never shall be accepted by God for lack of saving faith. How absurd, then, to imagine salvation for those who had not a spark of faith nor any knowledge of Christ? Let us hold firmly, therefore, that as there is no name by which we must be saved except the name of Christ, there is no means of being saved through that Christ except faith — even the faith for which these elders were accepted by God.

    Second, this superiority of faith over all other gifts exposes the vanity of the world, which is so careful and eager to pursue honor, riches, reputation, wisdom, and learning — all things that can only gain them esteem from other people — and so careless and negligent in obtaining true faith, which would gain them approval both from the world and from the Lord God Himself.

    Third, this teaching rightly condemns the Roman Catholic doctrine that a person is justified by works and that faith is not the most excellent of God's graces. We are taught something very different here: the thing by which a person is accepted is also the thing by which he is justified. But they were accepted only by their faith; therefore justification is by faith alone. Furthermore, that which makes a person accepted by God must be the most excellent thing of all, for God, who is goodness itself, values what is best. But God esteemed these elders only for their faith; therefore faith is the chief of all God's graces, in terms of making a person accepted before Him.

    Fourth, here is an example and pattern for God's children, showing how to direct their love and esteem in the world. God loved Solomon more for his faith than for all his glory and wisdom, and esteemed Moses more for his faith than for all his learning. Deal the same way with your wife, your child, your servant, your friend, and with all people. You may have a wife who is beautiful, loving, honest, and hardworking; or an obedient and promising child; a wise and trustworthy servant; a friend who is as faithful as your own soul. These are indeed much to be valued. Yet do not think yourself in paradise when you have them, for there is something greater than all of these. Look further: Is your wife, your child, your servant, your friend endowed with saving faith? That is worth more than all the rest — it is what makes them beloved by God. Therefore let that make them most beloved by you, and let what makes them so honorable before God make them most honored and most esteemed by you as well. Do this with all people: love best in a person what God loves, and you will never misplace your love. Do not esteem a person as the world does — by strength, beauty, rank, or outward gifts — but as God esteems him: according to the measure of saving faith you see in him. Is not that worthy of your love which has purchased the love of the Lord God Himself?

    Fifth, here is comfort for all servants of God who have true faith yet are held in low esteem for worldly reasons. Some are poor, some in humble positions, some physically impaired, some of modest gifts, many in great hardship and misery all their lives — and most are in some way or other looked down upon in the world. But let none of this discourage any child of God. Let them consider what it is that makes them approved by God: not beauty, strength, riches, wisdom, or learning — all of which may be lost in the using — but true faith. If you have that, you have more than all the rest. If you had all those other things, they could only gain you esteem in the world. But having true faith, you have the esteem of God — and what does it matter, then, who esteems you and who does not? This runs directly against the corrupt judgment of the world, which esteems a person more for outward gifts and worldly glory than for saving grace. Let God's children, when they are despised, mocked, and shut out from all position and advancement in the world, appeal from that unjust verdict to the judgment of God. Let them be comforted in this: though they lack everything that would gain them esteem from the world, they have within them the very thing for which God will esteem, approve, and acknowledge them both in this world and in the world to come. And they have something that will stand by them when strength and beauty have vanished, when learning, riches, and honor have all ended with the world.

    So much for the second teaching.

    Third: since our elders obtained a good reputation through faith, we learn here the surest and most direct way to gain a good name. A good name is a good gift of God. Ecclesiastes 7:1 calls it "a good ointment." It is something every person wants. These elders had it, and they have laid out for us how to obtain it: First, get into favor with God. Please Him. That is: confess your sins, grieve over them, receive pardon. Set the promises of God in Christ before you. Believe them. Apply them to yourself as your own. Be persuaded in your conscience that Christ did everything for you, and that He has purchased your acceptance with God.

    Once you are assured that God approves of you, God can easily give you a comforting testimony in your own conscience, and He can move the hearts of all people to think well of you and open their mouths to speak well of you, for He holds the hearts of all people in His hand. Therefore those who are in His favor He can incline the hearts of all people to approve. This must be understood, however, with some qualifications.

    First, God will not secure a good name for His children among all people, because then they would be cursed. Luke 6:26 says, "Woe to you when all men speak well of you." What God means is that they will be accepted and well regarded by most people and by the best of them. For indeed, a good name — like all other graces of God — cannot be perfect in this life. But they will have such a good name as will continue and grow in this world and be without any stain in the world to come. Sin is what brings disgrace upon a person, and so when sin is abolished, the good name becomes perfect.

    Second, God will not secure a good name for all His children at all times. A good name, like other outward gifts from God, is sometimes beneficial and sometimes harmful — beneficial to some, harmful to others. Therefore not every person with true faith should absolutely expect a good name, but only as far as God sees it is best for His own glory and for that person's good.

    Third, the good name God gives His children consists not so much in outward praise and people speaking well of them, as in the inward approval of other people's consciences. They must therefore sometimes be content to be abused, mocked, and slandered — and yet in the most important sense they still have a good name. The very mouths that abuse and condemn them are attached to consciences that inwardly approve them.

    From all of this the point is clear: God will secure His children a good name in this world, as far as that name is a blessing and not a curse — because they are approved by Him and justified by faith in His sight, which is the only path to a true good name. It stands to reason: those who are held in high regard and good esteem by the Lord Himself will surely also be made esteemed and given a good name among their fellow people. This teaches us, first, that the common approach of the world to gain a good name is foolish, wicked, and pointless. People pursue riches, positions of honor, wisdom, and learning in order to gain esteem in the world. Many even abuse these blessings in empty display to build up their reputation and name. All the while, saving faith is never considered, though it is what would win them a good name with God. This is the wrong order: we must first labor to be approved by God, and then a good name in the world follows. The person who labors for favor with people and neglects the favor of God may get a name, but it will prove rotten in the end. Proverbs 10:7 says, "The memory of the righteous is blessed, but the name of the wicked will rot." The good name of the wicked is rotten for two reasons: first, it is loathsome and foul before God, however glorious it may appear in the world. Second, it will not last — in the end it vanishes and comes to nothing. In fact, as a rotting thing leaves decay behind it, so the name of the wicked, when it finally vanishes, leaves infamy in its place. This is the kind of name the world typically produces, because people do not first seek a good name with God. But the good name obtained by faith will stand and grow throughout a person's life, and at death will leave a sweet fragrance behind, enduring forever in the world to come.

    Second, this upholds the excellence of our religion against atheists and all its enemies, who despise and dismiss it as a base and contemptible religion that produces no credit or esteem. But here their malice is answered: our religion is a most glorious and excellent calling, the highway to true honor and esteem. It makes a person honorable in the sight of both God and people — for by it our elders obtained a good reputation that remains fresh to this day.

    Fourth: were they well regarded for their faith? Then their faith was not hidden in their hearts, but was made known through their lives. The world cannot see or commend faith in itself, only the practice of faith. It is clear here that people must not be content to keep their faith locked up in their hearts, but must let it show through the fruits it bears in the world. Then both faith and its practice together will make a person truly commendable. Your faith approves you before God; but the practice of it is what honors you and your profession before the world.

    Finally, because faith was what approved our elders before God, here is a treasure of comforts for all who truly profess this faith.

    Are you poor? Your faith makes you rich in God.

    Are you simple and of limited understanding? Your faith is true wisdom before God.

    Are you physically impaired in any way? Faith makes you beautiful before God.

    Are you weak, frail, or sick? Your faith makes you strong in God.

    Are you looked down upon in the world and of no account? Your faith makes you honorable in the sight of God and His holy angels. So you are poor and ignorant and physically impaired and sick and despised in the world — but see how God has compensated you: He has given you faith, by which you are rich and beautiful and wise and strong and honorable in heaven before God. Say therefore with David: the lot has fallen to you in a pleasant place and you have a good inheritance — namely, your faith, which you would not exchange for all the glory of the world. Faith is the true wealth, the solid strength, the lasting beauty, the true wisdom, the true honor of a Christian person. Count yourself ten thousand times more indebted to God than if He had given you the uncertain riches, the clever yet ultimately foolish wisdom, the fading strength, the vanishing beauty, the fleeting honor of this world.

    If you have true faith, you are certain to have many enemies. The wicked of the world will never tolerate you, but will hate and harm you — openly or secretly. Then the devil is your sworn enemy. How can you deal with so powerful a foe and all his wicked instruments? Here is solid comfort: if you have faith, you have God as your friend. Labor therefore for this true faith, and then do not fear the devil and all his power. Night and day, sleeping and waking, by land and sea, you are safe and secure. The devil cannot hurt you. Your faith makes you accepted by God and brings you under the covering of His protection. That small spark of faith, contained in so narrow a space as your heart, is stronger than all the power and malice of Satan. As for the malice of his instruments — wicked people in this world who mock and abuse you — care far less for them. Their nature is to speak evil, and they cannot do otherwise. Do not look at them, but look up into heaven with the eye of your soul, where your faith makes you beloved and approved by God Himself, and honorable in the presence of His holy angels.

    So much for the second action or effect of faith. The third follows.

    Verse 3. By faith we understand that the worlds were prepared by the word of God, so that what is seen was not made out of things which are visible.

    This verse contains the third action or effect of faith: faith enables a person to understand things beyond the reach of human reason. This third effect is illustrated by a notable example — namely, the creation of the world: 1. By the word of God. 2. Out of nothing. To understand both of these better, let us examine the words in order.

    By faith —


    First, by faith here I take to mean not that saving faith which justifies a person before God, but the general faith by which a person embraces the Christian religion — or by which a person believes the word of God in the law and the Gospel to be true. My reason is that a person who has never had justifying and saving faith, and is not a member of the universal church or a child of God, may still believe this: that God by His word made the world out of nothing. I therefore think this is an action of general faith, not saving faith.

    We understand —


    That is: there are many things beyond the reach of reason, which reason therefore cannot grasp or understand. Yet by virtue of this faith, a person comes to understand them and to believe them to be true.

    Now, because general faith brings understanding of many things reason cannot reach, those who study human learning and labor to attain its depth and mastery are here taught to combine that study with faith and knowledge of religion. There are many things the human mind cannot conceive by reason alone, many truths philosophy cannot reach — indeed, many that it actually denies. But faith is able to establish and demonstrate them all, and it enlightens the mind and corrects the judgment where philosophy has left the mind in darkness and the judgment in error. The person in whom sound philosophical knowledge and religious faith are combined has the most well-ordered judgment and the deepest insight into the greatest questions. But separate faith from human knowledge, and a person will stumble over many truths even if he possesses the combined intelligence of all the philosophers. Consider, for example: that God should have made the world out of nothing; that the world should have a beginning and an end; that God should be eternal but the world not; that the human soul, though created, is immortal. These and many other truths reason cannot see, and therefore philosophy will not accept them. But unite faith with reason, and that crooked understanding is straightened and made to believe. It is therefore sound advice to join both together. Religion does not hinder human learning, as some foolishly suppose. It is rather a help and furtherance — indeed, the perfection of human learning — persuading, proving, and establishing what human learning cannot. And so we see how faith enables us to understand.

    But what does it enable us to understand? The text says, that the world was ordered, and so on. Among many interpretations, the safest is this: God by His word or command has ordered — that is, made in excellent arrangement — the ages, meaning the world and all that is in it. All of this He did by His word, and what is even more remarkable, He made everything out of nothing. This is a wonderful thing. Reason cannot grasp it but disputes against it. Philosophy does not accept it but argues against it. But mark the privilege of this faith: it enables a person to believe it, and also shows him how it is so.

    To better understand the excellence of this power of faith, four points are set forth: the worlds, ordered, by the word of God, and out of nothing.

    We will take these in order.

    The first point is: what was made? The text answers: the worlds.

    The original word means ages, and it is used this way in Hebrews 1:2 as well, where it says God made the ages through Christ.

    By this word the text means two things. First, times and seasons, which are ordinary creatures of God just like other things. Among the creatures recorded in Genesis 1, times and seasons are included as God's creatures. Second, the text also includes the world itself and everything in it — and the translation is therefore accurate. There is good reason for the word ages to signify the world, because the world and everything in it began in time, continues in time, and will end in time. Time began them, time sustains them, and time will end them. The world is in every way measured by the span of time, and so it pleases the Holy Spirit to call the world and all that is in it ages, or times.

    Since time and seasons were ordered by God — time being a creature made for the great purpose of measuring all things — take care not to abuse so excellent an ordinance. If you have used time well, use it still better. Time is so precious a thing that it cannot be spent well enough. But if you have wasted time — that is, abused it — take the counsel of Paul in Ephesians 5:16: redeem the time. That is, since what is past cannot be recalled, make up for the loss by spending the time still remaining well. Spend every hour well. To do so, be always either doing good to others or receiving good from others — do either one, and your time is well spent. Take care that you are not among those who often say they do not know how to fill their time, and so devise many trivial, vain pleasures — yes, even many wicked and unlawful ones — all to pass the time as they say and escape its weight. It is remarkable to see how the wicked, whose only time of joy is in this world, should seek to hurry it along and make it seem shorter. Yet so it is, the devil blinding them. However it seems to them — whether short or long — the single sin of wasting their time will condemn them if they had no other. For if an account must be given for every idle word, a fearful account remains to be made for so many idle hours. Let us therefore be very careful in the use of this good gift from God, and never devise ways to pass the time. No person who is a contributing member of their community can find any hour so empty that they cannot employ it in either giving or receiving some good.

    Were ordered —


    The second point in this example is the manner. Did God make a perfect or an imperfect world? The text answers: it was ordered. The word means this: God shaped the ages — that is, all creatures, visible and invisible — into a most excellent, perfect, and flawless order. Just as in an army every soldier keeps his rank and station and no one steps out of his appointed place, so every creature had its proper place and its assigned purpose given by God. The workmanship of the world in every creature and in every respect was complete and perfect. Thus ordered means as much as perfectly made. The whole world was like the perfect body of a person, where every member, bone, joint, vein, and sinew is in its proper place, with nothing out of alignment.

    Objection: Was everything created in proper order and in its due place? Where, then, do so many disorders in the world come from? The devil has his kingdom, authority, laws, and subjects — he rules in the wicked. Can there be any order in Satan's kingdom? Where do so many revolutions and overturnings of kingdoms come from? So many wars, so much bloodshed? The Gospel moves from country to country. There are civil conflicts in cities and private households, between person and person, between people and some creatures, between creatures and other creatures — yes, even hatred to the death, even sometimes between creatures of the same kind. Given all this, where is that excellent order in which all things were created?

    The answer is: the condition of all creatures has changed from what it was at creation, through the fall of our first parents. God made no disorder. "He saw everything that He had made, and behold, it was very good" — therefore it was in perfect order, for orderly beauty is part of the goodness of a thing. But disorder is the effect of sin. It entered with sin and is both sin's companion and sin's reward. If we had remained in innocence, all creatures would have remained in their excellent order. But when we broke the perfect order God had appointed for us, all creatures immediately broke the order they had previously maintained — both toward us and among themselves. While we obeyed God, all creatures obeyed us. When we threw off the yoke of obedience to God and rebelled against Him, they became disobedient to us. While we loved God, all creatures loved and honored us. When we began to hate the Lord, they began to hate us, and not before. Therefore, when you see disobedience and hostility from creatures toward you, or disorder and corruption among themselves, thank yourself for it — you brought it into the world with your sin.

    This being so, we are taught here that when we see any disorder in any creature, we should not blame the Lord or the creature but turn inward to ourselves. We should recognize our own sins and corruptions, and acknowledge that things were not this way at the beginning — our sin caused it. We should be humbled and ashamed of ourselves for having destroyed and confused that excellent order which God made, and which all creatures — but for us — would have kept to this day. Yet the common practice is the opposite, as I will show with specific examples.

    God made the human body pure and holy, and so it had no need to be covered. But sin brought shame, and from that shame God gave us clothing to cover what sin had produced. Therefore, every time a person puts on clothing, he should be humbled and ashamed by it, and reflect: this was not so at the beginning. Adam's body was glorious. Where did this shame come from that must now be hidden with clothing? It came from my sin. So every time a person gets dressed, he should be thoroughly ashamed of himself for having brought this shame upon himself — so that now he needs a covering to hide it. But do people use their clothing for this purpose? On the contrary, they make it a banner to display their pride and vanity. Many, far from being ashamed, are actually proud of it. But this is as abominable, cursed, and senseless a pride as if a prisoner were proud of his chains and shackles, which are marks of his crime. What is your clothing, when all is said? It is merely a handsome cover for your shameful condition. Just as chains and fetters are burdensome and shameful even when made of gold, so is the covering of your shame — your clothing — even if it is silk, silver, or gold. We should be ashamed not only of ordinary or plain clothing, but even of the most magnificent. We once had a glory of our own far surpassing all the glory of clothing, and the shame sin has brought upon us is greater than any splendor of dress can remove.

    I do not deny the legitimate use of fine clothing to those for whom it is appropriate. To wealthy people who by their means, and to those in authority who by their position and calling may wear costly clothing — yes, even princes who may lawfully wear silk, silver, gold, and the finest ornaments of precious stones or anything else — to all of them I say: God has granted you the use of these things, but do not be proud of them. You once had a glory far greater than these, and lost it through sin. Sin brought a shame that fine clothing cannot conceal. Though your clothing may hide it from the world, it cannot hide it from God. Only faith can cover it before God. Therefore glory in nothing but your faith, and be ashamed of your clothing — yes, even of your robes and costly ornaments. Know further that since your body has become so degraded through sin, a plainer and simpler covering would actually be more fitting. Therefore understand this: when God has given you the use of costly clothing and precious ornaments, He has given them not to honor your body, but to honor the position you hold — to adorn that aspect of His own image He has placed in you through your calling. And know finally this: if you had maintained the order in which God at your creation, as this text says, ordained you, your natural glory would have adorned you and your position more than all this borrowed and artificial splendor ever can. Therefore, take less pride in what you have and more shame for what you have lost — and let your clothing teach you this lesson.

    Third, many people take great pleasure in food — some in a variety of dishes, some so attached to their appetite that they care nothing about how many creatures must die to satisfy it. This deserves careful thought. I consider it a serious fault to be either too extravagant and careless about how many creatures one causes to die, or — even when eating only one kind of food — to do so without reflection or consideration. Consider where this comes from: the fact that a person cannot now live, or live well, without other creatures dying for his nourishment and preservation. In the beginning, before sin, this was not so. No creature served to clothe or feed Adam. This came with sin. Sin brought this burden upon creation — that creatures must die to feed and clothe humanity. If we had stood without sin, no creature would have lost its life to be our food. I therefore believe it is a person's duty to make thoughtful use of his food in this regard. First, for the food he enjoys most, let him be humbled for his sin, knowing that had he not sinned, he would have enjoyed even greater sweetness in other food — and that food would not have cost any creature its life. Second, in the matter of variety, do not be too extravagant or reckless. Consider that every dish represents the death of one of God's creatures. And consider again: where does this come from — that creatures must die to feed you? Not from creation itself; creatures were not originally made for that purpose. Innocence would have preserved all creatures for far more excellent ends.

    It was sin — your sin — that destroys so many creatures for human appetite. The death of every creature ought to sting the human heart. When you see it, it should strike you deeply and make you say: this creature does not die for its own sake, but for mine — not for its own fault, but for mine. I am a miserable sinner; if justice were done, I should die rather than it. God made it once for a higher purpose, but my sin has brought it to this end. If this reflection were taken to heart, people would not consume their ordinary food with so little thought, nor at special occasions be so careless about how much they spend and how many creatures they cause to die.

    But you may say: God has given us freedom in food. The distinctions between foods have been removed in Christ, and God has given us the use of His creatures not only out of necessity but for greater enjoyment and comfort. I answer: I grant all of this and more, to a person who has faith. I grant that feasts and banquets are lawful for some people on some occasions. I am not taking away anyone's freedom regarding food. God has granted it, and no person should take it away. I only wish that when we eat, we would also make this spiritual use of it, and that we would not too recklessly abuse the freedom God has granted us in the variety of our food. Faith gives us the liberty to eat, and yet faith does not prevent a person from making holy use of his eating for his own humbling — rather, it commands it.

    Fourth, we see in the world that creatures not only die to feed humanity, but that one creature preys on another and destroys another to eat it. The hawk preys on various kinds of birds. The fox feeds on tame birds. The wolf preys on the lamb. Larger fish devour smaller ones. Dogs will eat various kinds of creatures when they can get them. These things are plain to see, and some of them are common sports in the world.

    Where does this troubling disorder in nature come from — that one creature should devour another? Did it come from creation? Was the world originally ordered so that one creature would eat up another — that the larger would feed upon the smaller? No. Sin brought this confusion. Our sin caused this pitiful massacre of creatures upon one another. Let us therefore be humbled for our sin at these sights, which caused so terrible a disorder. When you see your hawk fly so fiercely and so savagely kill a helpless bird, or your hound pursue a deer, hare, or rabbit — since God has permitted you, within proper measure and manner, to engage with creatures this way, you may take some enjoyment in it. But at the same time, make this use of it also: where does this come from? It was not this way at the beginning. When sin was not in the world, these would all have lived together peacefully, and one would never have attacked another. My sin caused this conflict and this disorder between these two creatures. This should humble a person because of his sin, restrain his life from too much license, and moderate his pleasure in these kinds of recreation.

    Again, when you see the cruelty of the fox, the wolf, or the bear toward the sheep and other creatures, do not be too quick to blame the cruelty of the animals. This cruelty was not in them at their creation. Your sin made them this way toward one another. Turn inward to yourself, be ashamed of it, and blame not so much the cruelty in them as your own sin which caused it.

    Again, some creatures are imperfect — some in parts of their body, some in certain senses. Some are loathsome and ugly to look at. Some are venomous and harmful. When you see this, consider where it comes from. They were not created this way, for God ordered all creatures — that is, made them all in perfect arrangement. But this came from your sin. Go inward, acknowledge this, and be humbled by it. Do not so much despise a creature for its imperfection, or recoil from it for its ugliness, or hate it for its venom, as much as you should despise, recoil from, and hate your own sins which were the cause of all these things.

    Finally, some people take great pleasure in fine buildings and make no use of them but for enjoyment and display. But if they consider carefully, they have little cause for pride. It was not this way at creation. Adam in his innocence had a far more magnificent dwelling arranged for him: the paradise of heaven and earth. And yet no trees were cut apart, and the earth had no stones ripped from its depths to build it. Your sin destroyed that dwelling. Sin has created the necessity of these buildings we construct. How then can you take pride in your buildings? Will you glory in your shame? Can you be proud of these things when your sin robbed you of something far better? As your house gives you comfort, safety, security, and pleasure, add this one use to it: in this consideration, let it be an occasion to humble you before God for your sin.

    The disorder sin has brought into the world could be shown in many more examples, but these should suffice — they are the things we make most common use of, and therefore also most commonly abuse.

    To sum up this point: Do you see the disorder that is now in the world — in your clothing, food, recreation, and buildings? Do you see the confusion, futility, and corruption of all created things, and the conflict, hostility, and hatred among creatures toward one another? Can you see all this and either pay it no attention, or worse, take pleasure in it? That is a cursed and abominable pleasure. If a wealthy man were to squander all his wealth, or heap it up recklessly, and then in desperation set his own house on fire — would he have any reason to rejoice at the sight? If he sat unmoved by it you would call him senseless; if he laughed at it, you would call him mad. In the same way, God created humanity rich in every blessing and placed him in the palace of the world. He adorned this world-house with extraordinary beauty. Food, clothing, recreation, and shelter were all excellent and glorious. He made all other creatures, among which there was nothing but harmony, love, unity, beauty, and good order. But then humanity fell through sin — and by that fall, not only spent all his wealth (defacing the glory of his own condition), but also set his house on fire. That is, he defaced the beauty of heaven and earth, bringing confusion, corruption, futility, deformity, imperfection, and monstrous disorder upon all created things. He set all the world at war, and one creature at violent and deadly hatred with another, so that creatures fight, tear, wound, destroy, and devour one another. O cursed and damnable sin of humanity, that has so shamefully disordered that heavenly order in which God created all things at the beginning! We are miserable people, able to sit unmoved and see this without being stirred. And if we actually rejoice in it — then certainly a spiritual madness has overtaken our souls. Let us therefore rouse ourselves, look around us, and seeing the world on fire all around us — blazing with conflict, hatred, and disorder — let us for our part seek to quench it. Since we cannot fully do so, let us at least lament and grieve over it. But let us grieve even more, and humble ourselves, for our sin, which kindled this fire of disorder in the world.

    So much for the manner of creation.

    By the word of God —


    The third point is: by what means? The text answers: the world was ordered in that excellent arrangement by the word of God. By this word is meant: first, not any spoken, audible word, as though the Lord were literally speaking to the creatures. Second, not the substantial Word of the Father — the second person — although I acknowledge that by Him all things were made. Yet I do not think that is the meaning here. Rather, it is the same as in Moses's account in Genesis 1, where he says that in the creation God said — in both places, it is a comparison drawn from a prince who commands his servants to do something, and they carry it out immediately. The Lord here is like a prince: He has His word, by which He commanded the world to be made. That word, I take to be His will. God's willing of anything is an effective commanding of it to be done — indeed, it is the very doing of it. His willing a thing to exist is more powerful than all the commands of all the people in the world. When He wills it, the thing is done, whatever it may be, while all the world could command endlessly and achieve nothing. From this I take it that the most secure meaning for this passage is: God willed the existence of all creatures, and as He willed, they came into being immediately. His will is the word referred to here.

    Note here a special point that magnifies the glory of this Creator: He used no labor, no motion, no effort, no servants, no instruments, no means as people do. He spoke the word and they were made; He commanded and they were created (Psalm 148:5). This shows how glorious a God He is, and how omnipotent His power — that at His own will and word He produced such a magnificent structure of heaven and earth, with so many thousands of kinds of creatures each in its order and proper place. David reflected deeply on this when he wrote Psalm 104, as is evident from reading it. We likewise ought to meditate so deeply on this glorious power displayed in this miraculous creation that we, seeing it, acknowledge with the psalmist in Psalm 115:3: our God is in the heavens; He does whatever He pleases.

    Second, since the Lord made all things by His word, let us learn this lesson: whenever we see what God's will is for us in any trial or affliction, let us submit ourselves to it and bear it — because it comes from a God so mighty that there is no resisting Him. The One who commanded all the world to come into existence, and it immediately did, and nothing could disobey — if He commands any affliction to come upon you, will you resist Him? Rather, take the holy counsel of Peter in 1 Peter 5:6: humble yourself under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you in due time. If you see His cross coming toward you, go to meet it, receive it with both hands, bear it with both shoulders. If He would humble you, do not resist. For when He is pleased to lift you up again, all the devils in hell cannot resist Him. It follows:

    So that what is seen was not made out of things which are visible.

    The fourth and last point is the material from which the world was made. The text says: the things we see — that is, all the world — were made out of things that were never seen. That is, out of nothing — which is here said not to be seen or to appear, because how can something that does not exist appear or be seen? The meaning is: when there was nothing in the world, God made the world to exist. This is the most remarkable of all four points in this third effect. It is not so strange that the world was created in excellent order, or that God made it by His word, as that He made it out of nothing. Reason rejects this. Philosophy argues against it as absurd and never concedes it. But here is the power of faith made plain: it enables us to believe and know that it is true.

    From this we learn —

    First, if He created the world and us out of nothing, then He can also preserve us out of nothing — that is, without means, by weak means, or contrary to means. He who did the one can do the other, for the same reason applies to both. This is a key point of our religion: not to confine God's providence to earthly means. People commonly only acknowledge it when they can see visible means at work. But that requires no faith. Rather, we should be able to see God's providence not only when there are no visible means — but even when circumstances seem to be working against us. To see God in that situation is an exercise of faith, and it is our duty, though it is hard. Give people health, wealth, freedom, and peace, surrounded by God's blessings — and they will praise the providence of God. Take those things away and replace them with poverty, sickness, or any affliction — and they rage, complain, lose trust, and even blaspheme, saying there is no providence, no God. In this way God depends on outward means, for without them people flatly deny Him. But this reveals the absence of faith. If we had within us that faith by which we firmly believed that God made the entire world without any means, that faith would also persuade us that He can preserve us — now that we exist — even when means are lacking or working against us. We may draw on this in times of need when we want relief, in times of danger when we want rescue, and in every extreme situation when all visible means have failed.

    Second, if He made all things out of nothing, then He is also able, with respect to the promises He made in Christ, to call into being things that do not yet exist — as though they already existed (Romans 4:17). For example, a person by nature is a child of wrath and of the devil; yet God is able to make him a servant of God and a child of grace.

    This teaches us: first, not to despair of any person's salvation, however far gone they may seem from grace. God can make something out of nothing, and therefore can put grace into a heart where none existed before.

    And second, this is a comfort to all who, through weakness of faith, cannot convince themselves of their own election. Suppose you are full of failures and imperfections, and have a rebellious and stubborn heart — what then? Remember that God once made you a creature out of nothing. He can now make you a new creature out of nothing as well. He created you without the assistance of any means; He can save you even when every means seems to be working against you.

    So much for these three effects of faith, and consequently —

    So much for the first part of this chapter, which contains a general description of faith.


  Abel's Faith

  • • •

    Verse 4. By faith Abel offered to God a better sacrifice than Cain, through which he obtained the testimony that he was righteous, God testifying about his gifts, and through faith, though he is dead, he still speaks.

    The second part of the chapter contains an illustration and proof of the earlier description of faith, through a recounting of the most excellent examples and patterns of faith that flourished in the church of the Old Testament.

    These examples are of two kinds: 1. Those presented individually, one by one, from verse four through verse thirty-one. 2. Those presented collectively in groups, from there to the end.

    The individually presented examples are also of two kinds: 1. Those who were natural Israelites and born members of the visible church. 2. Those who were not naturally members, but strangers to the church of God until they were called in an extraordinary way.

    The examples of those who were members of the visible church are further divided into two groups: 1. Those who lived around the time of the flood. 2. Those who lived after the flood.

    Among those who lived before or around the time of the flood, three faithful men have their faith recorded here: 1. Abel, before the flood. 2. Enoch, before the flood. 3. Noah, both before and after.

    We will take all three in order.

    These excellent and most worthy examples are all grounded in specific passages of the Old Testament, and they span from the beginning of the world almost to Christ's incarnation. The author begins with Abel, who is so near the beginning of history that he was only the second righteous man who ever lived — and in fact the first of all who had this true faith as the only means of his salvation. As for Adam, before his fall he did not have this faith, nor would it have saved him in that condition. But when the first means of his standing failed him, faith became the second and more effectual means of his salvation. Abel, however, was never in a position to be saved by anything other than this faith. For that reason, Abel's faith receives the first place of commendation, and it is treated in this verse.

    Abel's faith is commended here for three things: 1. He offered by it a greater sacrifice than Cain. 2. By it he obtained testimony with God. 3. By it, dead Abel still speaks. The first effect of Abel's faith is stated this way by the Holy Spirit:

    By faith, Abel offered to God a better sacrifice than Cain.

    The common interpretation of these words is that when Cain and Abel came to offer, there was no difference in the substance of their sacrifice, only in the manner of offering — Abel offered by faith, and Cain did not.

    Although this interpretation has merit, it does not fit the purpose of this passage, nor the account in Genesis 4. The correct sense therefore seems to be this: Abel, having faith, was moved by that faith to express a grateful heart toward God. He did this by offering to God the best and costliest sacrifice he could — namely, the firstborn and fattest of his sheep. Unbelieving Cain, having no love to express toward God, brought only fruit from the ground — not the best, as Abel did, but whatever came first to hand. This being the true meaning of the whole, let us come to the specific points contained in this first effect, of which there are three.

    - 1. That Cain and Abel offered — that is, that they both served God. - 2. That they offered sacrifices. - 3. That Abel offered a better sacrifice than Cain.

    The first point concerns their worship in general. The second concerns their worship in particular. The third concerns the difference in their worship, which most clearly reveals the excellence of Abel's faith.

    First, Abel and Cain — the two first brothers in the world — offered sacrifice to the true God. How did they learn to do this? They had no Scripture; it would not be written for many years — not until Moses. The answer is this: when Adam and Eve had fallen, God in His infinite goodness gave them a covenant of grace: that the seed of the woman would crush the serpent's head (Genesis 3:15). We have no doubt that our first parents received this covenant and believed the promise, and this faith taught them how to worship the true God rightly.

    You may ask: very well, Adam and Eve learned from God — but how did this come to Cain and Abel? When Adam had been taught by God, he faithfully passed on the same religion and delivered the same teaching to his children. Through it they were taught what to offer, to whom, and in what manner. So they did not come to this through Scripture, nor through personal revelation, nor through their own ideas, but through the instruction of their parents.

    Let all parents take a lesson from Adam, the first parent who ever lived — specifically, how to promote the good of their children. He raised his children well in three ways: first, he provided for them until they came of age. Second, he did not simply leave them then, but appointed them their callings — one was a farmer, the other a shepherd. Third, beyond all this, he taught them to worship the true God in both their callings and in the practice of religion. For this purpose he taught them to offer sacrifices as an act of thankfulness to God. All this Adam did.

    You must do the same with the children God has given you. First, provide for them carefully until they come of age, and make sure they suffer no harm through lack of what is needed. Second, raise them in such a way that they are prepared to live in some godly calling by which they may serve God and do good in His church — and assign that calling according to how their abilities and gifts fit them. Adam did not give both sons the same calling, but different ones according to their different abilities. You must ensure it is a lawful and honest calling, as both of theirs were. Third — and this is the most important of all — teach them true religion and the proper way to fear and worship God. By the first two, your child may live well in this world; by this third, he may be made an heir of the kingdom of heaven.

    Adam was the first father, and the father of us all. Let all follow his example — and if we follow him in one duty, let us follow him in both. Many parents will be as careful for their children's bodies and callings as Adam was, but how few are as careful to teach them religion for the eternal good of their souls? Parents must take care of both. Otherwise they will have to answer for their child on the day of judgment. Even if the child perishes through his own sin, God will require his blood at the father's hands — for God placed him in the role of father, and he did not discharge that duty.

    Second, because Cain offered just as Abel did, we learn several lessons from this.

    First, it is a common belief that if a person lives honestly in his work, harming no one and giving everyone their due throughout his entire life, God will receive him and save his soul. The truth is this: if people live that way, it is good and praiseworthy, and they should be encouraged to continue. But if they stand before God on that basis for salvation, they throw away their souls. Notice: Cain was a man who walked in an honest calling. More than that, he worked hard at it — which not everyone with an honest calling actually does. And beyond all that, when Abel offered, Cain came and worshipped God as well. He did so outwardly in a way no one could fault, except God alone who saw his heart. And for all of this, he is still simply "wicked Cain" — which is all God's word gives him (1 John 3:12). It is therefore clear that walking honestly in one's calling and doing no one harm is not enough. Cain did it and was still cursed. We must go further than Cain, or we will go with Cain to where he is.

    Do not reason with yourself: "I work hard, I follow my calling, I hurt no one." Cain could say the same thing, and he was still cursed Cain. You must go beyond these things and obtain what Cain never had. Learn to see and feel your sin in your conscience, and to be genuinely grieved over it, to the point where you can say: my illness, my poverty, my trials trouble me — but nothing grieves me so much as my own sins. These trouble me above all else, and this grief swallows up all the others. And there is something else I seek above all things — not gold, silver, or advancement, but reconciliation with God and His favor in Jesus Christ. If you have these two things, then you go beyond Cain, and you will stand before God with Abel and be accepted. Remember these two: humility over sin and desire for reconciliation. These two are the heart of true religion. If you have them, you are blessed with Abel. If not, you are cursed with Cain, however you may live in the world. You may say: Cain killed his brother, and I would never do that for anything in the world — I would harm no one in body or property. But that is not enough. It is stated that God had no regard for Cain before he killed his brother, even when he was offering his sacrifice. This duty is absolutely necessary, and there is no getting around it.

    Second, Cain offered just as Abel did — in fact, Cain offered before Abel, as Genesis 4:3 plainly shows. And yet Abel's sacrifice was better when put to the test. It was accepted, while Cain's — which came first — was not. Here we learn that a person may be more outwardly eager than many others in the external duties of religion, and yet not be accepted by God. Another person may be less eager in attending to the duty, and yet when he comes, be better accepted. Where does this come from? Is eagerness in good duties a fault? Not at all. The point is this: the one who is most outwardly eager may come in hypocrisy and without faith, and the lack of faith makes his eagerness worthless. We have many such people in our church — frequent attenders of religious services and activities — and yet they come just as Cain did, or perhaps with even worse motives. Your eagerness to attend is commendable, but take this with you as well: care less about being first to the sermon or attending more often than others, and care more about coming with true faith, genuine repentance, and a heart hungering for grace. If not, do not boast of your eagerness. Cain offered before Abel and was not accepted. In the same way, an Abel may come after you, bringing faith with him, and be accepted while you — with your hypocritical eagerness — are rejected as Cain was.

    Third, because Cain offered just as Abel did, we learn that the church on earth is a mixed and compound gathering — not made up of one kind of person, but of true believers and hypocrites together. Even in the very infancy of the church, there was a Cain worshipping in outward show, alongside an Abel who worshipped in truth. So it was in her earliest days, so it has continued throughout her history, and so it will be in the last age of the church. The good will never be fully separated from the bad until Christ Himself does it at the last judgment. Goats will always be mixed among the sheep until Christ the great shepherd separates them Himself (Matthew 25:32). Anyone who imagines a perfect separation before then is imagining something that exists nowhere on earth.

    This being so, let no one be afraid to join the visible church, and let no one who is in it leave because the bad are mixed with the good. It has always been this way and always will be. The person who would leave a church because of the presence of hypocrites would have to leave the world — for no such pure church is found anywhere but in the triumphant church in heaven.

    Fourth, because Cain and Abel offered, we learn that the church of God, which truly professes His name, has existed since the very beginning of the world. This church was in Adam's household when there was nothing else in the world — for the offering of sacrifice to God is a mark of the church. Beyond the sacrifice, they had an appointed place where Adam and his family gathered to worship God, as Cain makes clear in Genesis 4:14 and 16. Cain went out from the presence of the Lord — meaning not only from His favor and protection, but from the place of His solemn worship, where He was accustomed to manifest His special presence to His children who served Him. Cain, as one excommunicated, complains in verse 14 that he must leave this place. So the church has existed from the beginning, and is therefore rightly called Catholic.

    The Roman Catholics badly misuse this point. Because the church has such ancient roots, they argue that it therefore ranks above Scripture — and that we could not even know Scripture to be Scripture without the ancient testimony of the church.

    We must understand that Scripture can be considered in two ways. First, as a written text penned by holy men — in which sense it is later than the church, since Moses was the first to put it in writing. But second, as the word of God — in which sense its substance, meaning, and truth are far more ancient than the church. In fact, without the word of God there can be no church. Without faith there is no church, since the church is a company of believers. Without the word there is no faith. Therefore: no word, no faith; no faith, no church. So the Scripture in substance preceded the church, even though it was written down afterward.

    So we have seen that Cain and Abel both offered.

    Now, second, what did they offer? Sacrifices. Sacrifices were used in the worship of God for two purposes. First, when a sacrifice was offered — especially an animal — the sight of its blood being poured out reminded a person of his own sins and what they deserved. It taught him to say: just as this creature is slain here and its blood drips away, so my sins deserve that my blood be shed and my soul be cast into hell forever. This creature can only die once, because it has no sin. But my sins deserve both the first death and the second death.

    Second, sacrifices served to remind the worshippers of the coming Messiah. The slaying of the animals showed them how the Messiah would shed His blood and give His life for the sins of the people. These are the two principal purposes of sacrifices, and for these two purposes Cain and Abel both offered — Cain in hypocrisy and for the sake of form; Abel in truth, sincerity, and genuine conscience.

    As it was with the old sacrifices, so it is with our New Testament sacraments — of which those sacrifices were all types. First, in baptism, the sprinkling of water serves to show us how deeply we are defiled by our own sins.

    Second, it signifies the sprinkling of the blood of Christ upon the heart of a sinner for his cleansing from sin.

    Second, in the Lord's Supper, the breaking of the bread signifies: first, how we should be broken in humility over our sin; and the pouring out of the wine, how our blood and life would rightly be shed and poured out for our sins, if we received what we deserve. Second, these actions represent to us how the body of Christ was broken and His blood poured out for our sins — which He willingly endured under the wrath of His Father for our sakes. We see, then, that both the sacrifices and sacraments of the Old Testament, and those of the New, all point toward these two ends: to show us our sins and our misery because of sin, and to foretell and represent our reconciliation through Christ. This being so, our lesson is this.

    We have all received those two sacraments — the first once, the second many times. If we have received them rightly, they should have this double effect on us: first, they should cause us to examine our own sins and our misery because of sin, and seeing it, to be cast down and humbled, recognizing how corrupt our hearts are and how wicked our lives. Second, when this is so, they should move us to seek reconciliation with God through faith in Christ — to desire it, love it, and pray for it above all things in the world. Abel not only offered, but offered in such a way that it reminded him of his sin and of his redemption through the coming Messiah's death. So we must not only outwardly receive the sacraments, but receive them in such a way that we see and are humbled for our sin, and seek to be reconciled to God through Christ.

    The same use we ought to make of hearing the word, and not be content with merely hearing it or gaining general knowledge from it. It must give us a specific sight of our own condition in sin, and press us forward to seek God's favor in Christ. True religion does not consist merely in hearing the word and receiving the sacraments with the congregation, however often or how formally this is done. Rather, we must hear and receive in such a way that these things produce in us those two effects — and that is the heart and life of religion. Whoever professes religion and shows none of these fruits in his life — that person's profession is empty, and it will count for nothing on the day of judgment.

    So we have seen that they offered, and what they offered.

    It follows: a better sacrifice than Cain.

    The third and final point is the difference between these sacrifices. Although Cain offered as well as Abel, and offered sacrifices as well as Abel, there was a difference between their sacrifices — for Abel's was better than Cain's. This is the central point, for it identifies what was so excellent about Abel's faith that he is commended for it here. Abel is not commended for offering by his faith, because Cain also offered — and he had no faith. He is not commended for offering a sacrifice by his faith, because Cain also offered a sacrifice — without faith. He is commended specifically because his faith moved him to offer a better sacrifice than Cain could.

    The Holy Spirit calls Abel's sacrifice better or greater because Abel brought the best and fattest of his sheep, offering the greatest cost he could — as if to say he would have given more if he knew how. For a person who gives what he has would give more if he had it, and a person who does the best he can would do better if he could. Cain, on the contrary, did not bring the best of his crops but either the worst or whatever came to hand first, apparently thinking that whatever he brought was good enough. It is therefore rightly said that Abel offered a better sacrifice than Cain.

    Furthermore, this holy practice of Abel eventually became written law — one of the commandments of the ceremonial law — specifically, that the firstborn must be offered to God (Exodus 34:19), and the first fruits of the grain (Leviticus 23:10), and that nothing lame, blind, injured, or blemished should be offered to the Lord (Deuteronomy 15:21). Abel did exactly what these laws later commanded, and those laws commanded exactly what he had already done. God thus honored His servant Abel for his obedient and sincere heart — by making his practice the foundation and beginning of one of His own laws, so that the Israelites in every generation might, through their daily practices, remember this worthy deed of holy Abel, to his perpetual honor.

    Now for us, this law is not binding, since it was a ceremony that ended in Christ. Yet its principle and application do reach us: when we give anything to God, we should give the best we have. This is the practical truth of all those ceremonial laws commanding them to give the Lord their firstborn, their first fruits, and the fattest of their livestock — and this much still applies to us. From this rule, several duties are taught.

    First, to the parent. Do you have many children and wish to give one to the Lord — that is, to serve Him in ministry? The common practice of the world is to make the eldest a gentleman, the next a lawyer, the next a merchant. The youngest, the least regarded, or the one with some weakness of mind or body — send him to school, let him be a minister. But Abel's sacrifice rebukes this worldly and irreverent approach. Learn from him: whichever of your children you find most gifted and graced in body and mind — the one you love most and value most highly — he is the most fitting for the Lord, and the Lord is most worthy of him. Consecrate him to the Lord for service in the ministry.

    Second, to the young person. Being in the full strength and ripeness of mind, senses, memory, capacity, and in the best years of his life, he says: I will take my pleasures now while I am most fit for them. I will repent at the end of my days — that is a more fitting time. This is a vile scheme of the devil, to dishonor God and throw away souls. What a grief it is to give the devil one's young years — the full strength of body and mind — and then bring only a withered old age to God? Be sure of this: God will not accept the rotten sacrifice of old age, but will rather give you over to the devil, who may then have you completely since he had you at your best. Follow instead Solomon's counsel in Ecclesiastes 12:1, which tells you to remember your Creator in the days of your youth. Remember Abel's sacrifice — it was of the best. You have nothing to offer but yourself. Offer then the best: your young years are your best time. Give them to God.

    Third, to all Christians. Abel offered the best — and this teaches us all that if we will profess and serve God, we must not do it halfway, or for show, or negligently, as though it does not matter how. To do so is to offer Cain's sacrifice, and that is why most professors go away with their service unaccepted, as Cain's was. God will have all or nothing. He is worthy to have no rival partner. He must be served with the whole heart, soul, and body, so that a person consecrates himself entirely to Him. 2 Kings 23:25 especially commends good King Josiah because he turned to the Lord with all his heart and soul and strength, and on that account he is ranked above all kings before and after him. This does not mean Josiah kept the law perfectly, as it required, but it refers to the resolve of his heart and the effort of his life, by which he strove with everything he had to serve God as well as he could. His example is ours.

    We profess religion — we must be sure our hearts actually embrace it. We profess to turn from sin — we must make sure this is not merely formal and from the lips, but from the heart. Whenever we practice any duty of religion — whether prayer, hearing the word, or receiving the sacrament, which is the sacrifice we are able to offer — we must not do it coldly and carelessly, but with genuine passion and wholehearted resolve. Otherwise, if we serve God for the sake of form, while our hearts are on the world and our own desires, we are offering the sacrifice of cursed Cain — and with our formal religion we will go where he went. Let us instead offer the sacrifice of Abel: though it may be little, let it be the best we can give and all we can give, and God will accept us as He accepted Abel. The parent should give God his best child. The young person should give his best years. Every person should give his best part — his heart. This is how we follow the steps of holy Abel, who offered to God the best sacrifice he had. This was the fruit of his faith — and likewise, the parent, the young person, and the believer who has true faith will do the same.

    So much for the first effect of Abel's faith. The second follows.

    Through which he obtained testimony that he was righteous.

    This is the second effect of Abel's faith, which commends it to us. First, regarding the meaning: by faith here is meant saving faith, the faith that makes a person righteous before God, and no other. For, having already said that through faith the elders obtained a good testimony, he now proves that general statement by the specific example of Abel. Therefore the saving faith meant in that general statement is the same faith meant here.

    These words set out two benefits Abel received through his saving faith: first, he was made righteous by it. Second, God testified that he was so.

    As to the first: Abel's faith made him just and righteous — not because faith was itself such an excellent quality as to constitute his righteousness, but because faith was the instrument by which he laid hold of and applied to himself the righteousness of the coming Messiah, through which he could stand righteous before God. This was his righteousness, obtained by faith. He did not trust in any holiness of his own — though without question he knew he was the son of the man who had once been perfectly righteous. Rather, the trust and confidence of his heart was in the righteousness of that blessed seed whom God had promised would crush the serpent's head. Knowing this promise, he believed it and applied it to himself, and this faith made him righteous.

    Here we learn an essential lesson of Christianity: the true and certain way to heaven is a living and genuine faith in Jesus Christ. This faith makes a person righteous, and that righteousness opens the gate of heaven to him. For this reason the apostle says, "Having been justified by faith, we have peace with God" — but through whom? "Through our Lord Jesus Christ."

    For the application of this teaching, we must repeat our earlier exhortation, which truly cannot be pressed on the conscience too often. There is no one among us so vile, none so irreverent, who does not desire salvation. If we desire it, we must walk the well-worn road to it. We are not born heirs of it, nor can we stumble into it by chance. There is a way that must be taken, and that way is only one — all others are misleading side roads. Furthermore, that way must be taken in this life, or it is too late. This way is to be a just and righteous person. No one who has walked it has ever failed to reach the destination, and no one who has avoided it has ever attained salvation — for no unclean thing can enter the kingdom of heaven. No person was ever declared righteous there who was not first made righteous here. What is perfected in heaven must begin here. Therefore in this life we must seek to be made just. Our own good works will not accomplish this, for they are all unable to stand up under God's perfect justice. If we place our hope in them and they prove unable to satisfy God's justice, instead of saving us they will condemn us. Therefore, with Abel, let us go outside of ourselves, deny ourselves, and cling only to Christ's righteousness in life and in death. This is the way that will never disappoint us.

    Some will say: we are walking in this way. The answer is: a person who walks in a way can be traced by his footsteps. Show your steps of holiness, devotion, and love — these must demonstrate your faith. Leave these marks behind you, and then your faith is genuine. Holy Abel did this. Believe it, acknowledge it, and follow after him. Renounce all the side roads that Rome or your own imagination devises. Let this one teaching sink deep into your heart in place of many, and do not let the devil drive it out. For if you walk in this way, I stake my soul on yours that it will bring you to heaven. If not, on the last day this teaching will condemn you, because it showed you this way and you refused to walk in it.

    Second, observe: the text says Abel was approved and accepted by God. How is this proved? Because his works pleased God. The logic is: a person's works cannot please God unless the person himself pleases God first. Therefore the fact that his works pleased God proves that his person pleased God first. This is the reasoning of the Holy Spirit, and therefore infallible.

    In framing this argument, the Holy Spirit teaches us a major principle of our religion: a person's person must please God before his actions can. The person first — then the actions. This is plain in the words of the text: it is said that Abel first obtained testimony that he was righteous himself, and then God testified of his gifts. Likewise, more explicitly in Genesis 4:4, God had regard first to Abel and then to his offering. The truth is clear: no work pleases God before the worker does. This has excellent practical implications.

    First, it overturns a main pillar of Roman religion: justification by works. How can a person be justified by his works when he himself must be just before his works can be? Unless he is just, his works are wicked. If they are wicked before his person is made just, how can they possibly justify him? And if the person is already just, why would he need to be justified again by works? Good works do not make a person good — a good person makes a work good. Can the work that a person made good then turn around and make the person good again? First, this is absurd to reason. Second, it is unnecessary — the person is already good, or else the work could not have been good. We may therefore say that works are justified by the person rather than the person being justified by his works. It is a completely vain thing to look for justification from something you yourself must first justify before it becomes just. If we had no other argument against justification by works than this one, it would be sufficient.

    Second, we learn here that until a person is called and his person justified and sanctified, everything he does is sin. First, his common actions — eating, drinking, sleeping, walking, talking — are all sins. Second, the works of his calling and his labor in it, however just, fair, and upright they may be. Third, his civil actions — the practice of civil virtues such as outward dignity, meekness, sobriety, temperance, peaceableness, uprightness, and all outward conformity — are all sins. And more than all this: even his best actions — practicing the elements of God's worship, deeds of charity, prayer, hearing the word, receiving the sacraments, giving to the poor — are all sins if he does not have a believing and penitent heart. Yes, such sins as will condemn him if he had no others. Objection: This would seem to be strange teaching — that the most holy actions, such as prayer, should be damnable sins. The answer is: they are in themselves holy and good, and as far as God has commanded them, good. Yet in the doer they are sins, because he does them from a foul and unholy heart. The same action may be holy in itself and in regard to God who ordained it, and yet be a sin in the person who performs it. Just as clean water, pure in the spring, becomes contaminated by running through a filthy and polluted channel, so even the best actions become sins. Even the preaching of the word, to a minister whose heart has not been cleansed by faith and whose person is not accepted by God, is a sin — and if he does not repent, will be his condemnation. Cain sinned not only by hating and murdering his brother, by lying and deceiving God, but Cain sinned even in offering sacrifice. And Abel's sacrifice would have been a damnable sin had his person not been justified before God. The reason is sound: nothing in the act itself can make an action acceptable to God — only the acceptance of the person through Christ. This being so, every one of us must look carefully to ourselves and labor above all things for faith and repentance, so that our persons may be accepted as righteous before God, and thereby our actions accepted as well. If it is a miserable thing to have all your actions — even your holy actions — be sins before God, then labor to be justified, for that alone can make your works acceptable. If not, then however hard you work to be approved in the world, and however glorious a show you put on your works to the eyes of others, they are all an abomination before God, and on the day of judgment they will be counted no better. Preach and teach all your life long. Die for religion. Give all your goods to the poor. Deprive your body of every pleasure. Build churches, colleges, bridges, highways — and there may come a poor shepherd who, simply by faithfully keeping his sheep, is accepted before God while you, with all your outward show of holiness, are rejected. Why? Simply because he had faith and you had none. His person was justified before God, and yours was not. Let this be my counsel from Abel: labor less to perform impressive works, and more to do what you do in faith. Faith makes the humblest work acceptable. The lack of faith makes the most glorious work rejected. As the text implies: Abel must be accepted, or else his sacrifice will not be. So we have seen that Abel was just, and that God counted him so. The second point is that God gave testimony to this fact, in these words:

    God giving testimony —


    What specific testimony God gave of Abel and his gift is not stated in the text, so it cannot be known for certain. But it is very likely that when Abel and Cain offered, God in special mercy sent fire from heaven and consumed Abel's sacrifice but not Cain's. The Lord often afterward, when He wished to show that He accepted a person or his work, answered by fire from heaven. He consumed the first sacrifice Aaron offered (Leviticus 9:24). He answered Solomon this way (2 Chronicles 7:1). He answered Elijah the same way (1 Kings 18:38). It is therefore likely that God gave this same testimony — that He accepted Abel and his offering. This was a great privilege that Abel and the fathers of the Old Testament possessed. We do not have this today, but we have something greater — the substance and truth of which this was a picture. We also have the fire of God: His Spirit descends into our hearts every day — not visibly, but spiritually — and burns up in the heart of a believer his sins and corruptions, and kindles the light of true faith, which shall never be extinguished.

    The application is this: just as no sacrifice in the old law pleased God except those consumed by fire from heaven, whether sent then or previously, so our New Testament sacrifices — our calling on God's name, our sacrifice of praise, our duties of religion, our works of love and mercy — never please God unless they come from a heart purified by the fire of God's Spirit, that is, from a believing and repentant heart. Both faith and repentance are kindled, sustained, and daily renewed by that fire of God's Spirit. This is why Paul says in 1 Timothy 1:5 that love must come out of a pure heart and a good conscience and sincere faith. The duties of religion and works of love flowing from this purified heart ascend into God's presence like the smoke of most acceptable sacrifices, and are a sweet perfume in the nostrils of the Lord.

    Now, of what did God testify? Of his gift.

    One might ask at first how Abel could give a gift to God — does the Lord need anything? And are not all things already His? The answer is this: God is the sovereign Lord of heaven and earth and all creatures. Yet He has so given His creatures to humanity to use that they become truly ours, and we may rightly regard and use them as such. And being ours, a person may in token of his gratitude return them to God — especially since God accepts them, when so offered, as the most freely given gifts.

    This shows us, first, the remarkable mercy of God: that whereas we can offer Him nothing but what is already His own, He graciously accepts a gift offered from what is His own, just as though we had something of our own to give.

    Second, see here a difference between the sacrifices of the Old Testament and the sacraments of the New Testament. In their sacrifices, they gave something to God — and for that reason those offerings are called gifts. In our sacraments, we receive grace daily from God.

    Third, because the sacrifices of the old law are called gifts, we should know that this is a symbol carrying excellent significance for us.

    First, it signifies that the Messiah would be given by God freely for the salvation of His elect, and that Christ the Messiah would willingly give Himself to be a redeemer.

    Second, it signifies that every person who looks for salvation through Christ must give himself to God and all that is in him. Paul urges this in Romans 6:13: present yourselves to God, and your members as instruments of righteousness. When we give something to a person, we make him lord of it. If we then give our souls and bodies to the Lord, we must give them so completely that they obey and serve Him, are ruled by Him, and serve for His glory in whatever way He chooses to use them. We profess religion and make great displays, but giving ourselves in obedience to God is the very life of religion. Yet the common practice of the world is the opposite. Most professors are given over to sin and to Satan — their bodies given to drinking, gambling, immorality, and injustice; their souls to envy, hatred, malice, revenge, lust, pride, and self-love. God gets nothing from them except perhaps a face — a mere outward appearance. But that is not enough. He will have all: body and soul. He made both and He has redeemed both. We are acting against all justice. Christ gave His body and soul for us — why should we not give ours back to Him? Besides, this gift is unlike other gifts: all the profit flows back to the giver. The glory is His, but the gain and benefit are our own. Why then should we withhold ourselves from God? It shows that we neither know nor feel what Christ has given us — for if we did, we would think ten thousand lives too few to give back to Him.

    So much for the first and second effect of Abel's faith. The third follows.

    Through which Abel, being dead, yet speaks.


    The third effect by which Abel's faith is commended is contained in these words. There is some disagreement about the meaning, which should be briefly examined. Some think the verse should be translated: "through which also Abel, being dead, is yet spoken of" — meaning that through his faith he obtained a good reputation with all posterity. But this interpretation seems wrong for two reasons. First, that point has already been made for Abel and all the others in verse two, that through faith they obtained a good testimony. It would therefore seem unnecessary to repeat it so quickly. Second, later in the epistle where Christ's blood and Abel's blood are compared, it does not say that Christ's blood is spoken of better than Abel's, but that it speaks better things than Abel's blood did. Therefore the standard translation is correct.

    As to the true meaning: the Holy Spirit here likely refers back to the story from which this is drawn, where upon Cain's murder God said to him, "The voice of your brother's blood is crying to Me from the ground." Why does it cry? For vengeance against so monstrous a murder — and to cry to all people to behold it and be horrified at any like deed. In that sense, Abel continues to speak even to this day. So the words, in their full and true sense, contain two points: 1. That Abel spoke when he was dead. 2. That Abel in some sense still speaks.

    As to the first: Abel spoke and cried when he was dead — but how? Not with an audible voice. The phrase is figurative, and means this: God's words to Cain amounted to saying: you have killed your brother secretly, and perhaps buried him or hidden him in the sand, thinking no one knows. But understand, Cain — what you have done is as plain to me as if Abel had told Me himself. I know you killed him. If you wonder how I know, I tell you his blood told Me. It cried in My ears and still cries out against you. Though Abel is dead, his blood yet speaks. What is true of Abel's blood is true of all people's blood — and what is true of blood is true of all other kinds of oppression, however great the oppressor may be. Murders, acts of oppression, and all wrongs done to God's children cry out to God against the oppressors, even when the poor oppressed people dare not name them. They need not name them. Their blood does it for them. Indeed, even their very tears cannot be shed without God catching them and putting them in His bottle, knowing who shed them. So blood cries against those who shed it, and tears cry against those who cause them. This gives us a double lesson. First, it is clear that God sees and knows the sins of people, however powerful they are or however secret their sins. For though people conceal them as cleverly as human ingenuity allows, the very dead things cry out and proclaim those sins and sinners in God's ears as clearly as the voices of living witnesses could disclose anything to other people. Private acts of oppression and goods gained through deep deception may be hidden from the world. But as Habakkuk 2:11-12 says, the stone in the wall will cry out and the beam in the timber will answer it: "Woe to him who builds a city with bloodshed and founds a town with violence." God knows every stone and piece of timber in the grand houses built through deception or the oppression of the poor. Secret conspiracies and plots of treason are laid against princes and rulers, often in ways that seem to human reasoning impossible to discover. But God has many ways to find them out, and they never escape His private searching. Therefore the Holy Spirit advises: do not curse the king, even in your thoughts, nor the powerful in your bedroom — for the birds of the air will carry your voice, and what has wings will declare the matter. So whatever is planned in secret, or conspired in the hidden rooms of wicked people, God knows it and has ample means to disclose it to the world. And in our everyday experience, God powerfully displays Himself in revealing murders. Bring the murderer before the dead body, and typically it bleeds or gives some other sign, speaking just as Abel's blood did: "This is the murderer." More than this: for Abel's blood spoke to God, but here it speaks even to people as well.

    Of this it is difficult to give any explanation other than the secret and immediate hand of God, who thereby shows that He knows all secret sins and can expose them by extraordinary means.

    The application of this teaching is to deter everyone from sinning, even those who think it possible to keep their sins hidden from the world — for that belief is one of the strongest and most common encouragements people have to go on living in sin. But here they see how false a foundation that is. If they can hide their sin from people, they cannot hide it from God. And if God knows it, He can reveal it to the world whenever He pleases.

    Again, because Abel's blood cried out when he was dead, we learn that God cared for Abel both in life and in death. For it would mean nothing to say his blood cried if God did not hear that cry. But it is evident He heard it, for He avenged it and punished Cain after Abel was dead and could no longer avenge it himself. And this care God has not for Abel alone, but for all His children. As the psalmist says, precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of His saints. What the world treats as worthless and beneath notice is precious to God. Tyrants ravage the church and kill its members in great numbers, but God records every one of them and will not fail to avenge it after they are dead. For if God keeps bottles for the tears of His servants, He surely keeps far more for their blood.

    The lesson from this is to teach us patience in all extremities of danger or distress. Even if we are certain to die, we should, as Christ said, possess our souls in patience. We have One who will hear our cause and avenge our wrong after we are gone. If we are patient, we lose nothing. If we are impatient, we gain nothing. Let us therefore hold our tongues, for the wrong done to us cries loudly enough to God for vengeance — and He will hear it as surely as He heard Abel's. And so we have seen how Abel spoke, even after he was dead.

    The second point is that he still speaks — and in three ways.

    First, his faith still speaks, because it calls on all people everywhere who hear or read this story to become what Abel was — true worshippers of the true God. Through Abel's example, it urges all people to be like him, by assuring them of the same regard and reward from God that Abel received. In this way, Abel's faith is an undying preacher to every age of the church.

    Here we learn that the holy examples of God's children are genuine and powerful teaching for other people.

    There is a twofold teaching: by word and by deed.

    It belongs to the minister to teach in word, and to all people to teach by their deeds and good example. If the minister does not do this also, it is the worse both for him and for those who hear him.

    It is not enough for him to teach by spoken sermons — that is, by good doctrine — but also by real sermons, that is, by a good life. His faith, his zeal, his patience, his mercy, and all his other virtues must speak and cry out to other people, calling them to be like him. If he lives this out carefully, as Abel did, then his virtues will speak for him to all posterity when he is gone.

    Abel, though dead, may also be said to speak because, however dead his body may be, in soul and spirit he lives with God in heaven. The word speaks may therefore be understood this way, since it is set in contrast with death: "being dead, yet he speaks" — that is, being dead in body, he yet lives in soul. This life with God was obtained through his true and saving faith.

    Third, he may be said to still speak in the same way as all of God's martyrs are said to cry out in Revelation from under the altar: "How long, O Lord, holy and true, will You refrain from judging and avenging our blood on those who dwell on the earth?" As this is true of all martyrs, so it is especially true of Abel, the very first martyr of all. These words are not spoken by him or them aloud with a literal voice, but the expression signifies the intense longing that God's servants in heaven have for the full display of God's glory in their bodies and for the complete abolishment of sin throughout the whole world. This longing they doubtless express to God in a manner far more excellent than anything we can express in words in this world. And in this way Abel speaks still, and will speak until the end of the world.

    So much for the first example: the example of Abel.


  The Second Is of Enoch: In These Words; By Faith Enoch Was Translated, That He Should Not See Death, Neither Was He Found, for God Took Him Away: For, Before He Was Translated, He Was Reported of That He Had Pleased God, etc.

  • • •

    The second example of faith is also taken from the old world before the flood, and it concerns Enoch, the seventh from Adam, upon whom strange and miraculous things came to pass because of his faith.

    Let us first examine the meaning of the words.

    By faith —


    That is, by his confidence in the Messiah — his saving faith — he was taken away.

    Taken away —


    That is, from earth to heaven, not in an ordinary way but miraculously, as the next words make clear: that he should not see death.

    That is, that he should not experience death, nor any separation of body and soul. His being taken away was therefore miraculous. To be taken away by death is ordinary. To be taken away without dying — that is miraculous and extraordinary. Such was the case with Enoch.

    The substance of these words, then, is this: Enoch, having received from God the grace to believe steadfastly in the coming Messiah, was also honored with this extraordinary privilege — to be taken into heaven without tasting death. Furthermore, he was taken away precisely so that he would not die. So much for the meaning.

    Concerning Enoch's translation, there are two opinions.

    Some think he was translated in soul only, not in body — that he died in the translation, so that only his soul was taken up into heaven, while his body remained in the earth. Though this appears obviously wrong at first, let us examine their reasons.

    Their first reason is this: no mortal, unglorified body can enter heaven; and since there is no mention of his glorification, his body could not have entered heaven.

    Answer: It is certain his body was glorified before it entered heaven. If they reply that this is not mentioned, I answer that it does not follow that it therefore did not happen — not every circumstance of every event is recorded. Many necessary circumstances of actions must simply be assumed, and this is one of them. Furthermore, the glorification of his body is clearly implied where it says he was translated so that he would not see death. If his body did not see death, it was made immortal — which is an essential aspect of glorification.

    Their second reason: Christ was the first ever to enter heaven in both body and soul. For proof they cite Paul, who says, "Christ is the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep."

    Answer: This is indeed true of those who have fallen asleep — that is, of all who die. Christ was the first of all who died to enter heaven in body and soul. But Enoch never died, as the text here states. Therefore that passage does not prevent Enoch from having been in heaven bodily before Christ's human nature ascended there.

    Third, they argue from John 3:13: "No one has ascended into heaven, but He who descended from heaven: the Son of Man." But, they say, this Son of Man is not Enoch but Christ. Therefore no one but Christ ascended bodily into heaven.

    Answer: That passage does not refer to physical ascension but to the understanding of mystical and heavenly truths. No one fully ascends to the knowledge of heavenly mysteries except Christ alone, who descended from heaven from the Father's side.

    We see, then, that this opinion has no solid argument to rest on. We may safely hold — against anything said against it — that Enoch was translated in both body and soul. If anyone still wonders how his body could be taken up before it was glorified, we should understand that though he did not die, his body was changed, as the bodies of those who are alive at the last day will be changed.

    The second opinion is that Enoch was taken up in body and soul into Paradise — some say the heavenly paradise, but most say the earthly paradise — and lives there in his mortal and corruptible body. According to this view, he must return before the last day in bodily form together with Elijah to fight against Antichrist. After they have overcome him through their preaching, Antichrist will kill them by force, and so they will die as martyrs. This is the commonly received view among most Roman Catholics. But it is mere speculation, a dream, with no foundation for it and good arguments against it.

    First, as for the earthly paradise, it was wiped out by the flood, and we have no record of any person being there except Adam. Some of their own legends tell us that Seth went to the gates of paradise when his father Adam was sick, to obtain medicine from paradise for his father, but could not get in. We find no mention of it after that. It is therefore entirely reasonable to conclude that it was destroyed by the universal flood.

    If they mean he was translated into the heavenly paradise, I answer that nothing unclean can enter there — and a mortal body is unclean. They themselves say he was taken away in his mortal body and will return and die in it. Therefore Enoch, having a mortal and unglorified body, cannot be in the highest heavens, into which nothing can enter that has not been glorified and made immortal.

    If they cite Ecclesiasticus 44:16 — "Enoch pleased God and was translated into paradise" —

    I answer: we need not challenge the authority of that book or dismiss it as non-canonical. The text has been deliberately altered by some who in the Latin translation took too much liberty — both there and elsewhere. In the original Greek, the word paradise does not appear at all. The words are: "Enoch pleased God and was translated as an example of repentance for the generations." And so we see that this second opinion is thoroughly mistaken in every way, with no shadow of reason for it.

    Since both of these opinions are to be rejected, let us briefly set out the true and orthodox teaching of the church based on both the Old and New Testaments. It is this: this holy man, by God's special favor, was taken up into heaven in both body and soul. His soul was perfectly sanctified and his body glorified at the moment of his translation. And he remains there in glory, awaiting the general resurrection and the full glorification of all God's elect.

    From Enoch's translation, we may learn:

    First, that there is everlasting life prepared by God for His children, in which they shall live forever in both body and soul. God has given us clear testimony of this here in Enoch, and afterward in Elijah. Consider the contrasts: Elijah was a Jew; Enoch was not. Enoch was in the first world; Elijah in the second. Enoch was before the flood; Elijah after. Enoch was uncircumcised; Elijah circumcised. Enoch was married; Elijah was not. And yet both were taken up into heaven in body and soul, and are there to this day, waiting for us until the end of the world. They assure us that our souls live forever and that our bodies, though they die, will rise again to life. Here then we have a strong foundation for that final — and far from least — article of our faith, in which we profess to believe in everlasting life.

    Second, this example teaches us that God is not bound by the natural order. The order God established for all people after Adam's fall is this: you are dust, and to dust you shall return. By virtue of this decree, all people will die as surely as they once lived — and when the time God has appointed arrives, nothing in the world can save them from it. And yet we see here that God, who bound humanity to this order, is not bound by it Himself. Enoch and Elijah are exceptions: they did not die, their bodies never turned to dust. Such is God's power over the natural order in all natural processes.

    Third, the Roman Catholics hold that all the fathers who died before Christ were in Limbo — a place outside heaven — and did not enter heaven until Christ retrieved them and brought them with Him at His ascension. Here we learn that this is entirely false and fabricated. We see that Enoch, and afterward Elijah, were in heaven in both body and soul many hundreds of years before Christ's incarnation. This — together with many other evidences that could be produced — makes it clear that Limbo of the Fathers is nothing but an invention of the heretical church of Rome.

    So far the Holy Spirit has affirmed Enoch's translation. Now He proves it substantively, that Enoch was indeed taken away.

    Neither was he found, for God had taken him away.

    To prove this, the Holy Spirit first lays down his foundation, then builds his argument upon it through several steps of demonstration.

    The foundation is the plain and explicit testimony of the Old Testament in Genesis, where the words are these: Enoch was not found — or not seen — for God took him away. Against this foundation, being the very words of the Old Testament, no one can object. Here, let us all mark the supreme and sovereign authority of God's word, which the Holy Spirit Himself deigns to cite for the confirmation of His own words. It would have been sufficient for the Holy Spirit simply to affirm here that Enoch was taken away. Yet we see He proves it from the Old Testament — and so did the apostles and Christ Himself with all their teaching.

    Let this teach all people to give the holy Scriptures the reverence they deserve. Let teachers cite them; let hearers receive them as far above all human testimony — since the Holy Spirit Himself confirms His own words by their authority.

    Having laid this foundation, the Holy Spirit now builds His argument to prove that Enoch was taken away by faith. The argument proceeds through several steps of evidence.

    For before he was taken away, he received testimony that he had pleased God.

    But without faith it is impossible to please God.

    The steps of the argument are these: 1. God Himself took Enoch away. 2. Before he was taken away, he pleased God. 3. But without faith, no one can please God.

    Therefore Enoch was taken away by faith.

    The first step — that Enoch was taken away and was no longer found in this world — has already been addressed sufficiently.

    The second step is that before he was taken away, he pleased God. This is not merely stated but confirmed: it is said that he received a report or testimony that he pleased God.

    This report or testimony is drawn from the Genesis narrative, where it is affirmed of Enoch that he walked with God. This walking with God is clear testimony that he pleased God. As the prophet Amos says, "Can two walk together unless they are agreed?" (Amos 3:3). Since Enoch walked with God, that is sufficient proof that he pleased God; and because he pleased God, God took him away. So this second step contains two distinct points: first, that Enoch pleased God; second, that a report and testimony were given of him that he did please God.

    In the first point, let us observe three specific lessons.

    First, since Enoch pleased God before he was taken away, we learn that whoever hopes to have his soul translated to heaven at death — and both body and soul at the resurrection — must first learn in this life to please God. He must seek to please God not when the time of translation arrives, but beforehand, as Enoch is said to have done here.

    If anyone asks how to please God, the answer is this: Adam pleased God by keeping the law. But that time is past; that power has been lost. We must now please God by the direction of the Gospel: through faith in Christ and true repentance, together with a holy life — which necessarily accompanies true faith and repentance. This is how God is pleased. We must not put this off until death but do it in our lives. And we cannot expect to inherit the kingdom of glory as Enoch now enjoys, unless we are first in the kingdom of grace by pleasing God as Enoch did. It is a sorrowful thing to see people care nothing for salvation until death, and then begin to please God. But God will not be pleased in that way. They begin to learn to please God only after they have displeased Him so long that there is real fear they can never please Him. But that person lives and dies with comfort of whom it can be said, as here of Enoch: before he was taken away, he pleased God.

    Furthermore, since Enoch did not enter heaven until he pleased God, this exposes the folly of sinful people who expect heaven while refusing to give up any sin, flattering themselves in it. Let all impenitent people know that they do not enter heaven until they please God. Let them therefore stop pleasing themselves and their corrupt desires by living in sin, and instead learn to please God through a holy life.

    Furthermore, mark this point: nothing brought Enoch to heaven but his pleasing of God. He was wealthy — he was one of the greatest men on earth. He was of noble lineage — the seventh from Adam in the blessed line. He was learned — he had the six earliest patriarchs to teach him, tutors such as no one else had ever had. And he likely had a handsome, strong, and capable body. Yet see: none of these things brought him to heaven. He pleased God — and therefore was taken away.

    Let this teach us not to rest in wealth, beauty, strength, honor, or human learning, nor in all of these combined, without the fear of God. Some of these may please yourself, and some may please other people — but God must be pleased before you can enter heaven, even if you were as accomplished as Enoch. Therefore, to all your outward blessings add this: to please God by faith and repentance. Then, as pleasing people may make you happy in this world, so pleasing God will translate you from earth to heaven.

    So we have seen that Enoch pleased God before he was translated.

    Second, just as he pleased God — and could not have been translated without it — it is further added that he received such a report and testimony. That testimony is not spelled out in Hebrews, but it is recorded in the Genesis narrative, where it says Enoch walked with God. As we heard earlier, this was clear testimony that God was well pleased with him.

    But what does it mean that he walked with God? How can a person be said to walk with God? The meaning is that Enoch lived a godly, righteous, and upright life in this world — for to live in holiness and righteousness is to walk with God. Furthermore, two deep convictions drove him toward this holy life:

    First, that he was always in God's presence, and that God is always ready to direct all things for his good.

    Second, that God saw, examined, and discerned all his words and deeds — yes, his thoughts and intentions, and the entire course of his life. These were the holy convictions of Enoch, and they led him to live a holy life.

    This lesson is worth learning, and this example is worth following. Our duty is with Enoch to walk with God in this life, if we intend to live with God in heaven. We walk with God by living holy and blameless lives — in holiness toward God and righteousness toward our fellow people. If we find this hard, we must labor to be grounded in these two convictions: first, that God and His providence are always present with us, directing us always toward His glory and all other things toward our good.

    Second, that as we are in God's presence, so God sees us — all our thoughts, words, and deeds, our transactions and dealings — and will judge them all.

    When these two convictions possess our hearts, it is impossible that we should not live godly lives and fear to offend God. As a child is obedient and dutiful in his father's presence, so when a person is persuaded he is in God's presence, it cannot but make him dutiful. When a person is convinced that God sees him, he will take care what he does. When he knows God hears him, he will guard his tongue. When he knows God observes all his dealings in the world, he will take care how he borrows, lends, buys, and sells, and what he does in every area of his life. The very root cause of all carelessness in these and all other duties is that people are convinced God does not see them.

    To urge us toward this excellent duty, we have first God's own commandment: "Walk before me and be blameless," God says to Abraham, and in him to all the children of his faith.

    Further, we have the examples of God's children who are renowned for obeying this commandment — Enoch here, then Abraham after him, then David, who testifies of himself: "I will walk before God in the land of the living."

    Third, as this duty is both commanded by instruction and illustrated by example, its fruit is most comforting to all who practice it — for it will make them prosper in all they undertake. Just as a person who is always in the king's presence and company cannot help but be in his favor and therefore cannot but succeed in his affairs, so the one who walks with God cannot but prosper in whatever he sets his heart and hand to. Blessed Abraham knew this well when he assured his servant — sent on a long, uncertain, and dangerous journey to find a wife for Isaac — with these words: "The Lord, before whom I walk, will send His angel with you and will prosper your journey." And so every child of God may say with confidence: the Lord, before whom I walk, will send His angel with me and will prosper my affairs.

    Fourth, walking with God is a powerful help for bearing the cross with patience. If a person is convinced that God sees how wrongly he is being persecuted or oppressed — and that God's providence is always present, so that no affliction can come upon him except by God's appointment — and further, that His providence directs all things for his good, how can he not receive with patience the portion of suffering God lays upon him? Just as no one dares harm a person who walks with the king, so what evil can touch the one who walks with God? This was Joseph's argument to his brothers when they were frightened and feared he would punish them after their father's death: "Do not be afraid, for am I in God's place?" — as if he said: Do I not walk in God's presence? Do I not acknowledge myself under His power? And did God not turn to good what you meant for evil? The foundation of Joseph's reasoning was that walking with God, his suffering had been turned to his good.

    Finally, walking with God is a means of making a person conscientious about every sin in thought, word, and deed, and in all his dealings, when he lives in the awareness of walking in God's presence.

    When Joseph was tempted to sin by his master's wife, his answer was: "How then could I do this great evil and sin against God?" The restraint that held him back was the fear of that God in whose presence he walked. Because he walked with God, he would not walk with her in her wicked way. Because he kept holy company with God, he would not keep her company or be drawn in by her temptations.

    Seeing then that this way of walking with God is excellent and profitable in every respect, let us learn it not merely in knowledge and understanding — to be able to talk about it, which comes easily — but in conscience and practice. As dutiful children walk in a reverent and careful way before their parents, so let us walk before God in a holy awe and childlike reverence, laboring for a true and settled persuasion that His presence and providence are always over us and over the whole course of our lives. The absence of this persuasion is the cause of all sin. And if we walk with God and please Him as Enoch did here, we may be sure — though not in the same miraculous manner as Enoch — that we will be translated, first in soul, and afterward in both body and soul, into eternal life. But if we will not walk this way with Enoch in this life, let us never expect to live in heaven with him. Let us be certain of this: as the way of holiness is the way to glory, so the way of wickedness is the way to eternal destruction. So much for the second step.

    But without faith it is impossible to please God.


    These words contain the third step — the third part of the argument. This step consists of a general maxim or principle of theology. The Holy Spirit first states it, and then, because it is one of the weightiest principles in all of religion, proves it thoroughly in the words that follow. In the principle itself, let us first examine the meaning, then unfold its many applications.

    Without faith —


    By faith is meant here the same faith as before — true saving faith in the Messiah. And without this saving faith, it is impossible to please God.

    Impossible in what sense? Not in regard to God's absolute, infinite, and unlimited power, which has no limits but His own will. Rather, impossible in regard to the order of causes and means of salvation that God has set out in His word. That order is this:

    1. Through sin, humanity has displeased God.

    2. God must be pleased again, or a person cannot be saved.

    3. Whoever will please God must please Him through Christ the Mediator — there is no other way. Therefore whoever will please God and be saved must believe in Christ. And so by this order it is impossible. We do not deny that in terms of God's absolute power He could save a person without faith, just as He could give light to the world without the sun. But just as — if He maintains the order of nature which His own wisdom has appointed — it is impossible to give light to the world without the sun, so — if He maintains the order of salvation which His own justice has appointed — it is impossible to please God without faith in Christ. So the meaning is established, and the force of the Holy Spirit's argument becomes clear:

    He who will be saved and come to heaven must first please God. But without faith it is impossible to please God. Therefore, without faith no one can be saved or enter heaven — and consequently, since Enoch was taken into heaven, he must have been taken by faith.

    The applications of this principle, rightly understood, are many and greatly profitable.

    First, we learn here that faith is simply and absolutely necessary to salvation, and more necessary than any other gift or grace of God whatsoever. Though many graces are required, faith is the chief among them and more necessary than any other in a specific respect. For however much hope, love, zeal, and many other graces of God are required to make a Christian's state complete, and however each of them has its particular commendation in the word — yet of none of them is it ever said in all of Scripture, as it is said here of faith, that without it, it is impossible to please God. And no wonder, for faith is the root and foundation of all other graces and gives them their life and being. A person fears God because he believes God loves him in Christ the Redeemer. He loves God for the same reason. He is zealous for God's glory for the same reason.

    Now then, if faith is this necessary, it follows that those living in ignorance — who therefore have no sound faith but only a foolish presumption — are in a miserable condition. However much they may flatter themselves with thoughts of their devotion, good intentions, and good meaning, it is faith with which God must be pleased, and nothing can substitute for it. They must therefore set aside ignorance and presumption, and labor for a sound and saving faith, which will bring them into God's favor.

    And again, for those who have received the grace to believe — since faith is so necessary and since those who have faith must have knowledge — they must use their knowledge to examine whether their faith is a sound faith or not. Many people who have knowledge deceive themselves, thinking they have true faith when they do not. How can a person know whether his faith is sound and saving? By this: does it purify the heart? For Peter says that God purified the hearts of the formerly immoral Gentiles by faith. If your faith does not purify your heart, cleanse your life, and cause you to abound in good works, it is not sound or saving faith. It is only general faith, only historical knowledge, and cannot save the soul. Therefore, whoever upon examination of his heart and life finds his faith to be such should not be satisfied with it, but turn his general faith into saving faith — which in this world will purify his heart and at the last day will save his soul. Every person must do this all the more urgently because, whatever knowledge or other gifts of God a person may have, without faith in Christ they are all worthless. For it is faith that gives everything its value and makes both the person and his works pleasing to God.

    Second, if it is impossible without faith to please God, then here we see the foolish hypocrisy of the world, which tries to please God by other means. Some think that because they are prominent in the world — for their wealth, cleverness, honor, authority, or learning — they have secured themselves in a fool's paradise. Because the world respects them and they are pleased with themselves, they assume they must necessarily please God. But though all the world admires them, and they have never been more in love with themselves, He who sits in heaven laughs them to scorn. For all the pomp and glory of the world, and all the millions and mountains of gold in it, cannot please the Lord in exchange for even the least of their many thousands of sins. Let these people ask Nebuchadnezzar whether his pompous pride pleased God, or Ahithophel whether his shrewd and crafty mind did, or Absalom whether his golden hair did, or Jezebel whether her painted face and fine dress did, or Nabal whether his flocks of sheep did, or the philosophers whether their natural learning did. Did any of these, or all of these together, ever please God? No — they all found and felt the truth: without faith it is impossible to please God.

    Third, it is the opinion not only of the Muslim in his Quran but of many others equally misguided, that every person will be saved by his own religion if he is devout in it — whether Muslim, Jew, Christian, Catholic, or Protestant. But this is a foundational principle of atheism, and it is shown to be completely false here. There is no salvation without pleasing God, and without faith it is impossible to please God. Therefore no religion can save a person except one that teaches him to truly believe in Christ and thereby please God. But not every religion teaches belief in Christ — some not at all, others not rightly. Therefore it is impossible for such a religion to save a person. Furthermore, whatever a person may be, unless he is within the covenant of grace, he cannot be saved. And he cannot be within the covenant except by faith. Therefore no one can be saved by any means other than true faith, nor in any religion other than one that teaches true faith.

    This excludes not only Muslims and Jews but also shows many Roman Catholics — and many nominal Protestants in our own church — how far short they fall of the religion that must save their souls. The assumption of most people is this: if they do some outwardly impressive good works — generosity toward education, or charity to the poor — they immediately conclude they have permission to live however they please, and that God is obligated to forgive their sins and give them heaven. They imagine this even though they have no idea what it means to believe in Christ or to repent of their sins. A person with this kind of religion came to the prophet Micah in his day and asked him a question — openly voicing what all such people think in their hearts: "With what shall I come to the Lord and bow myself before the God on high? Shall I come to Him with thousands of rams, with ten thousand rivers of oil? Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?" He poses the question and would happily answer it himself — indeed, he keeps going further and offers more. But the prophet answers him by showing him his folly and how little God values such works without a contrite heart: "He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?" Notice how that answer fits the example of Enoch. Enoch pleased God and walked with God and was taken away. So the prophet answers: if you would please your God and come to heaven by His favor, do not stand on thousands of rams and rivers of oil, on your grand and glorious works — but humble yourself and walk with your God. No walking with God (says Micah) means no pleasing of God. Is this not equivalent to saying: without faith it is impossible to please God? So there is no dismissal of good works here — only of works without faith and true repentance, which however fine and flourishing they may appear, cannot possibly please God without faith.

    From this it is also clear that all the virtues of the pagans, and the works of those who either do not know Christ, or knowing Him do not acknowledge Him as their only Savior, or acknowledging Him do not truly believe in Him with a faith that purifies the heart — are nothing but what the fathers called splendida peccata: gilded and glittering worthlessness, beautiful deformities. However harsh this sounds, it must be true — since without faith it is impossible to please God.

    And here also the presumption of certain Roman Catholic writers appears, who boldly make saints of some philosophers. They ought first to have shown that these philosophers believed in Christ — and then we would gladly believe and teach it alongside them. But without that: however much learning and however many moral virtues those men had, this truth stands firm: without faith it is impossible to please God.

    Finally, we learn here that the word of God recorded in the holy Scriptures contains sufficient direction for all the actions and duties of a person's life. Without faith no one can please God, and if no person can please God, then neither can any action of a person who is not acting in faith. For whatever is not done from faith is sin (Romans 14:23).

    If people's actions must proceed from faith, then those actions must also have their basis and warrant in the word, because faith and the word are inseparable — they depend on each other. No faith: no word to bind. No word: no faith to believe. All actions that please God must be done in faith; therefore all actions that please God have some foundation and direction in the word of God, apart from which there can be no faith. This is true not only in religious actions, but even in the ordinary actions of daily life and legitimate work. This is a foundational principle that we must firmly embrace. Beyond the argument made here, it is further proved by clear testimonies of the Holy Spirit. Paul writes to Timothy: "All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness; so that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work." How could the sufficiency of Scripture be expressed more clearly? Again: every creature and ordinance of God is good, for it is sanctified by the word of God and prayer. If Scripture makes a Christian complete in all good works, how can it fail to give him sufficient direction for all his works? And if every action is sanctified by the word, how can the word fail to contain warrant and direction for every action and duty that may arise in a Christian's life? On these grounds we have good reason to be settled in this truth.

    If someone asks how this can be — since the Scriptures were written long ago, their stories are about particular people, nations, and times, and the commandments are known to be just ten in number — how can the Scriptures provide sufficient direction for every person's specific actions? The answer is that Scripture gives direction for all actions in two ways: by rules and by examples. Rules are of two kinds: general and specific. Specific rules for specific callings are many. For kings: they must read God's book, not have many wives, not gather too much silver and gold; they must be wise and learned and submit to Christ; and many more. For ministers: they must be able to teach, watchful, sober, not novices; and many more. And so in the same way, most of the callings that exist in society have their specific directions set out in plain rules.

    General rules begin with the Ten Commandments, which provide direction for all kinds and callings of people in all times — what should be done and what should not be done in every action toward God and other people. Beyond these, the New Testament contains several rules that are general directions for all people in all ages, such as: "Whatever you want others to do for you, do the same for them." And: "Whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God." And: "Let all things be done for building up, without giving offense to your brother." And: "Let all your works be done in love." And finally: "Let no one seek his own interests alone, but each one the interests of others." There is no action in the world, no duty to be performed by a Christian — whether as a public or private person, in a public or private context, toward God or toward other people — that does not fall under some one of these rules if there is no specific rule for it. By following the spirit of one of these, a person can frame his actions in a way that is pleasing to God and satisfying to himself.

    Second, beyond rules there are examples, which serve as specific directions. These examples are either of God or of good people. Extraordinary examples of God — those He performed in extraordinary times or for extraordinary reasons — do not directly concern us, since He performed them by the power and prerogative of His Godhead. These include things like commanding Abraham to sacrifice his son, and commanding the Israelites to take plunder from the Egyptians. But the ordinary workings of God's wisdom in His creatures, His justice toward sinners, His mercy toward His children, and His care and providence for all — these are excellent guidelines for us. From these we have rules such as: "Be holy, for I am holy" and "Be merciful, just as your Father in heaven is merciful" (Luke 6:36).

    As for the actions of Christ — who was both God and man — the miraculous works displaying His power as God, such as walking on water and the like, are not guidelines for us. Nor are His works as Mediator alone — His forty-day fast, His suffering, His merits — guidelines for us to imitate. These first group give us instruction; the second group obtain for us justification.

    But the third category of His actions — those done by Him as a man, or as one born under the Jewish law — these are both instruction and models for us, and they are good guidelines for our actions. These include His obedience, His zeal, His patience, His humility, and all other virtues. Concerning all these He says to us: "Learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart." And again, when He had washed His disciples' feet, He told them to learn from His example to love one another: "For I have given you an example, that you also should do just as I have done for you." These examples of His serve as guidelines for all people in similar situations.

    As for the examples of people: the examples of wicked people are to be avoided in every way, while the examples of good people are to be followed. "For whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction" (Romans 15:4). We should understand that the actions of good people which are contrary to God's word are therefore to be avoided — such as Noah's drunkenness, Lot's incest, David's adultery, and many similar failures. Actions of good people that are directly consistent with God's word are to be embraced and followed as directions for our lives — not for their own sake, but because they agree with the word. As for actions that are neither commanded nor forbidden — things that, when done, were neither approved nor condemned — when these were performed by godly people whose faith was approved by God and against which no exception can be taken from the word, they serve as rules and guidelines for us in similar situations. There is no action that can arise in a Christian's life for which he does not have from Scripture either a general or specific rule, or at least some example to follow — which is as good as a rule. And so we see how Scripture provides direction for all our actions. We have dwelt on this at some length because it is a principle of great importance. Its applications are twofold. First, we must in all the actions of our lives and callings consult the word of God. For our direction, we must search for either general or specific rules, or at least for examples of godly people in similar situations. Without the warrant and direction of one of these, we must not enter into anything or undertake any action. If we do, we cannot clear ourselves from sin in doing so. We sin because we are not pleasing God in that action. We are not pleasing God because we have no faith for doing it. We have no faith because we have no warrant or basis in the word for it. Therefore, whatever a person presumes to do without some warrant in the word for his direction, he sins in so doing.

    Second, ministers must learn their duty from this. If no action can possibly please God that is done without faith, and no action can be done in faith without warrant from the word, then ministers must be God's mouth to the people — able to tell them what is lawful and what is unlawful according to the word, so that their people may perform their actions in faith and thereby please God.

    Having laid down this principle — because it is of such great importance — the Holy Spirit now moves on to prove it in the next words.

    For he who comes to God must believe that He is and that He is a rewarder of those who seek Him.

    These words are proof of the earlier principle, and the reasoning runs as follows:

    He who comes to God must believe. But he who pleases God comes to God. Therefore he who pleases God must believe — and so, without faith it is impossible to please God.

    He who comes to God —


    To come to God in Scripture — and especially in this context — means to labor to have fellowship with God through Christ. This is clear from three other passages in Hebrews: in chapter four we are told to come boldly to the throne of grace; in chapter seven, Christ is said to be able to save completely those who draw near to God through Him; and in chapter ten, we are called to draw near with a sincere heart in full assurance of faith. From all of these it is clear that to come to God means to have fellowship with God through Christ. The reason this phrase is used so often in writing to the Hebrews is that many of them, having professed faith in Christ, had afterward abandoned Him and turned away from His religion — and by renouncing Christ they had turned away from God. Therefore the author urges them to watch out lest any of them develop an evil and unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God (Hebrews 3:12). Conversely, if renouncing Christ is to fall away from God, then we may conclude that coming to God means cleaving to Christ and to God through Christ. So the meaning is: whoever will have any fellowship with God through Christ must believe.

    What must he believe? Two things:

    1. That God is. 2. That He is a rewarder of those who seek Him.

    He must first believe that God is.

    That is, not so much that there is a God — for even natural reason teaches us that — but that this God, whom through Christ he labors to know and draw near to, is the true and only God.

    This is a notable point in Christian religion: to believe that God is truly God — not a fiction, a shadow, or an imaginary God, but God in reality. It is the very aim of the first commandment God gave to humanity. If someone objects that no one who knows God would fail to acknowledge Him as God — that no one was ever mad enough to think otherwise —

    The answer is that to believe the true God to be truly God is a matter of great difficulty. Though a person by nature may believe there is a God, it does not follow by nature that he believes the true God to be God. In fact, by nature every person is an atheist and denies in his heart that the true God is God, and fights against the first commandment more than any other. This may safely and truly be affirmed of all people who ever came from Adam — Christ alone excepted — that by nature they are atheists. This can be proved as follows.

    By nature, though we know and believe there is a God, the corruption of our nature is such that we create and imagine Him to be whatever we please. We deny in our hearts His power, His presence, and His justice. But to take away these three from Him is to deny that the true God is truly God.

    First, people by nature deny God's presence. People would be ashamed to do many things in the presence of even the lowest person on earth — and yet when they are out of other people's sight, and still in God's presence, they do these things carelessly and boldly. I am not speaking of ordinary natural actions which are lawful — though there are many of these that people naturally refuse to do in front of others out of natural modesty. I mean sinful actions which are not shameful for any natural reason, but simply because they are serious sins — actions people would fear to do if any other person were watching. Since then people feel no fear and no shame doing these things even in God's presence, it follows that they naturally assume God is not present. If they were genuinely convinced of His presence, they would not commit these sins even if they thought no more of God than they do of a man.

    Second, people by nature deny God's power — in this way: when a person offends a magistrate by breaking a law that could result in death or serious punishment, he is deeply afraid and his whole concern is how to escape that punishment. But let a person offend God by carelessly breaking all His holy commandments, and he feels no fear at all and does not tremble at the punishment those offenses deserve. How can this be? Only because, however much he grants there is a God, he is not convinced that God has the power to avenge the contempt of His laws. Therefore he never fears or flinches at the thought of God, never flees from His avenging hand, but plods on in sin without fear.

    Third, people by nature deny God's justice. The justice of God means overlooking sin in no one — condemning and punishing it wherever He finds it, by inflicting on it the curses of the law. But people deny this justice. Though a person sins against God's law and his conscience tells him so, he still convinces himself that no curse or punishment is owed, or at least that he will escape it. Indeed, though he sees any number of people before him punished for the same sin — our nature is so blind and corrupt — he still thinks, for all that, it will not fall on him. And it is a sorrowful yet very true thing that the God of ignorant people is a pure idol: a God made entirely of mercy, with no justice in Him at all. They carelessly lay all their sins on Christ and say God is merciful. In this belief they care nothing about how ignorantly, loosely, or irreverently they live. Their hearts never have a reverent and sobering thought of God's justice.

    These are the pitiful imaginings that all people by nature hold about God. All of them can be proved from clear Scripture. The first — denial of God's presence — is shown in the psalm where David depicts the wicked saying to themselves: "God has forgotten; He hides His face; He will never see." The second — denial of God's power — is shown in the blasphemy of Rabshakeh, who said aloud what all people's hearts think by nature: "What God can deliver you out of my hand?" The third — denial of God's justice — Isaiah demonstrates clearly, telling us that the wicked say: "We have made a covenant with death and with Sheol we have made a pact... when the overwhelming scourge passes through, it will not reach us."

    Both Scripture and plain demonstration prove this to be true: every person by nature denies God's presence, power, and justice — and is therefore by nature a clear atheist, not believing that God is truly God. Furthermore, there are four kinds of people who put this atheism into practice.

    First, those who are not ashamed to say openly: "Is there a God or not?" and dare to debate the question, finally declaring there is none — that all matters concerning God and His worship are simply devices of politicians to keep simple people in awe and make fools contented. But these are the greatest fools of all, and the devil invented this impious idea to keep them in miserable blindness. Such fools have existed in every age. Yet in earlier times, as David says, these fools only said this in their hearts. But now the fools of these last and corrupt ages are ripened in their folly — they dare say with their mouths: there is no God. These are monsters in nature and incarnate devils, worse than the devil himself, who in his own judgment was never an atheist. These are to be marked and feared more than toads and vipers. If such a person can be convicted by lawful evidence, if any heretic or traitor ever deserved death, such a one deserves ten deaths — as a traitor against God, against humanity, and against nature itself. And though these wretches say there is no God, they make a god of themselves, sacrificing all their desires to pleasure and profit.

    The second kind are those who acknowledge and worship a God, but a false god. These have existed in every country and in most ages, as history shows — some worshipping the sun, some the moon, some stars, some animals, birds, or fish, some dead idols of wood, stone, or metal. And of this same kind — and no better — are some within churches where the true God is worshipped. The apostle says that covetousness is idolatry. For a person whose heart is entirely set on riches, a lump of gold is his god. And for another whose desires are all for pleasure, his belly is his god. Let such people hold whatever they like in their stated beliefs — their practice proclaims them atheists.

    The third kind are those who worship the true God but in a false manner. There are three principal groups of this kind. First, Muslims. Second, Jews — who hold to the true God but deny the Trinity of persons and the deity of Christ. Third, the true Roman Catholic holds in words one God and the Trinity of persons as we do — but look at their doctrine, and if their words have any plain meaning, they deny it. If the second person is the true Christ, then He has two natures — the Godhead and the Manhood. But through their invented doctrine of transubstantiation, they effectively destroy the reality of the Manhood. Furthermore, Christ has three offices — He is the true King, Priest, and Prophet of His church. If He is not so, He is not Christ. But Roman Catholic doctrine in plain words and necessary implication denies all three, as has been demonstrated repeatedly to their shame and published to the world. They have never yet been able or willing to answer it — and if they try, they will soon hear from us again, or else we will retract it. But until then, it is evident that their God is by their doctrine not the true God but an idol. For as John says, "He who denies the Son does not have the Father either."

    The fourth kind of atheists are those who acknowledge and worship the true God and who worship Him in the true way outwardly — but who deny Him in their lives and deeds. These are not to be found only in Muslim lands, Jewish communities, or Italy. All our churches are full of such Protestant atheists. Italy may have more atheists in conviction than we. But these hypocrites and practical atheists are here among us too — these tares are mixed among our grain. Of these the apostle speaks: "They profess to know God, but by their deeds they deny Him." Let it not seem strange that such people are called atheists. The apostle says plainly that a man who does not care for his own family is worse than an unbeliever. From this it is evident that a person may be a professor of the Gospel, a Christian in profession, and an unbeliever or atheist in practice. And it is certain: however much a person may profess, if his life is worthless, his religion is a false religion in him.

    To close up this point with its application: if it is true that there are so many kinds of atheists — that the world is nearly full of them, and that we all are atheists by nature — then first, let us see how difficult it truly is to believe in God rightly. And if no one comes to God except the one who believes in God rightly, then we see it is no wonder that so few come to God. Let us therefore go to God in earnest prayer, asking Him to give us His Spirit to work true faith in our hearts and to make us people of true belief. Second, since people can be Christians in profession and atheists in practice, let us all examine ourselves carefully and join to our profession both conscience and obedience. Otherwise, the more we know God, the worse we are. God may in time give us better minds, but until then we are no better than deniers of God. And though we may approach Him in profession and external service, we are in fact far from Him, because we lack that true faith which professes God not only in belief but in practice. That true faith will bring us near to God — for he who comes to God must believe that God is. So much for the first thing to be believed by one who will come to God and please Him.

    The second is: and that He is a rewarder of those who seek Him.

    This is a notable statement — one of the most comforting in all the book of God — and it contains the second thing to be believed. It has two natural parts: 1. How a person seeks God. 2. How God rewards those who seek Him.

    As to the first: a person truly seeks God by four actions.

    First, a person must forsake himself, go outside himself, and in his own estimation as it were lose himself, when he sets out to seek God. If anyone asks how this is possible, the answer is this: a person must labor to see his sins fully and distinctly, and in seeing them be cast down, as a person is when he sees his debts. Then let him look within himself and see if he can find any ability to pay those debts — any means in all the world to satisfy God's justice and purchase pardon. If upon honest examination he finds none at all — not the slightest — and finds nothing in himself but an accusing, raging conscience, then let him fall completely out of love with himself, and hate and despise himself and his own worthlessness. Finally, let him despair of his own salvation in or from himself. In doing this, he forsakes himself, denies himself, and literally loses himself. And this a person must necessarily do to himself if he will set his heart to seek the Lord. For God will be found by no one who hopes to find help from any source but His. Those who seek God while still looking to themselves rightly lose both God and themselves.

    Second, when a person who will seek God aright has lost himself, he must hunger in his heart and soul — not for wealth, honors, ease, or pleasures, but for the favor and mercy of God in Christ for the forgiveness of his sins. A single drop of Christ's blood to wash away the guilt and stain of his defiled and sinful soul must be more precious to him than all the pomp and glory of ten worlds. Just as a hungry soul hungers for food and a faint soul thirsts for drink, so his soul must hunger for God's mercy and thirst for Christ's blood. These two are essential. As a person who undertakes a long journey must be provided with food and drink, so the one who sets out on the journey to seek the Lord must have this provision for his soul's sustenance: God's mercy and Christ's merits. A person who seeks without a soul hungering after these may seek long and find nothing.

    Third, if someone truly wants to seek God, they must not wander down just any path. They must take the true and living way that Christ opened through His blood. They must not trust any other guide, but rely on Christ's Spirit alone to lead them. And they must not look to many mediators or messengers to reach God, but make Christ alone their way to God the Father. We must go to Him, give ourselves over to be taught and guided by Him, and leave our requests to be brought by Him. We must not expect to reach God by running on pilgrimages to this or that saint's picture or bones, or to Our Lady of Loreto. Many have sought God through these things, but who has ever found Him? No -- you could stay in her fabricated shrine at Loreto your whole life and still end up in hell when you die. You could kiss every saint's picture, bone, and hair, and every relic in Spain and Italy, and none of it would earn you even one glimpse of God's favorable face. Nor should we expect to reach God through our good works, even though we are still obligated to do them. Good works are helpful markers along the way and good evidence that we are on the right path, but they cannot open heaven and let you in. So when you have done everything you can, you must set it all aside when it comes to justification and coming to God. You must go to God through Christ alone and hold fast to Him. He is the door, the way, the truth, and the life. No one has ever truly found God who did not seek Him through Christ alone. When all the Roman Catholic inventions and distinctions have done their best, people will be proven liars, and Christ will be proven to speak truth when He says: No one comes to the Father except through Me.

    Finally, when all these things are done, you must believe that God has become your merciful Father in Christ and is reconciled to you through Him. There is no reason to fear -- if you seek God in Christ, you will find Him. And when you have done the three things described above, you can safely and confidently believe that you have truly sought God. But after all of this, if you do not have firm and living faith, you are not seeking God. For just as it is impossible to please God without faith, it is also impossible to find God without faith. So if a person loses confidence in himself, longs for God's mercy, takes Christ alone as his guide and mediator, and firmly believes in his reconciliation with God through Christ, then he seeks God the right way. And to this kind of seeking belongs a reward and a blessing. Now if this is what it means to seek God, it sheds some light on a great question: Is the Church of Rome a true church, and is their doctrine truly universal, or is it flawed and failing on fundamental points? In answer: Can any church be a true church if it does not lead its children to seek God? Can any doctrine be truly universal if it does not teach its children to seek God the right way, but instead sends them down a thousand side paths? Surely, if this is what it means to seek God, then search through all the Roman Catholic teachers and nearly all their writers, and see whether people are not taught to seek God in an entirely different way. Whether their way ordinarily brings seekers to God or not, we leave to God's merciful judgment. But for ourselves, since we see that we have the true and living way, the sure and certain way -- through Christ to God, through the Son to the Father -- let us rejoice in the comfort of so rich a mercy. Let us be thankful to the Lord for revealing Himself to us and opening to us the true way to Him and to His glory. And that is enough about the first point: how we must seek God.

    The second point is: how God is a rewarder of those who seek Him. I answer: God rewards those who seek Him --

    First, He rewards them by graciously offering Himself to be found by those who seek Him. He never hides Himself or turns away from a soul that seeks Him. Instead, He turns toward that person and goes out to meet the one who comes to Him. He is that good Father who saw the prodigal son from far away, went out to meet him, and received him (Luke 16). In fact, it is more true that He is found by those who did not seek Him than that anyone ever sought Him and failed to find Him. In this way God greatly displays His grace and mercy to humanity by being so surely found when people seek Him. For in this world, things do not work that way. All people seek the face of the ruler, says Solomon. That is true, but not everyone finds it. No. Access to powerful people is not easy. They and their favor are so guarded that people may search a long time before finding either them or their favor. But God is not so closed off that He refuses to be seen or spoken to. He is found by those who seek Him. Just as God honors Himself by being accessible, He also richly rewards His servants. There is no greater satisfaction for a subject than to know that his service pleases his ruler, and no greater joy than to find his ruler's gracious favor when he seeks it.

    Let this practice of the great God of heaven first of all teach the powerful people of this world to be willing to be found when they are sought out. By doing so, they will honor themselves and encourage the hearts of the people who come to them. And this can also be a rich comfort to the poor of this earth. When they see that they must wait, and pray, and pay, and seek the face and favor of powerful people and still cannot find it, they can remember that they have a God who will not shut the door on them, will not turn away, will not hide, will not scare them off with a harsh answer or a sour look. Instead, He has this honorable and noble quality: He will be found by those who seek Him.

    Second, He rewards those who seek Him by giving them His love and favor. Not only He Himself, but His favor will be found by all who seek Him. It is God's favor that God's children seek, and His favor they will certainly find. This is no small reward. In this world, a person considers it enough if he has the ruler's favor. That is why it was a common saying in ancient times: Let me find grace or favor in the eyes of my lord the king. God's children speak the same way to the Lord. It is not wealth or honors we seek from God's hand, but let us find favor in the eyes of the Lord our God. And so they do, whatever else they may find in this world.

    Third, He rewards them not with His bare favor alone, but with the most gracious expressions of that favor possible. These are two: forgiveness of their sins, and eternal life and glory with Himself. This is the most any ruler can do for a subject who has offended him: forgive the offense, set aside the punishment, and advance him to honor. This is what the Lord does for all who seek Him. He forgives the debt they owe Him -- by which their life, soul, and everything was forfeit to Him -- and gives them also everlasting life. What a generous reward is given to those who have come to take shelter under His wings.

    Fourth, He rewards them with foretastes of heaven and happiness even in this world. A good conscience and joy in the Holy Spirit -- the comfort of these, even in the bitterest suffering, is greater than all the pleasures and satisfactions in the world.

    Finally, He rewards them with the accompaniments of heaven and eternal life: namely, the good blessings of this life. God gives His children a sufficient portion of these in this world, as tokens of His favor and as rewards for their service in seeking Him.

    Now, while this passage points toward all of these rewards, the Holy Spirit primarily and directly means eternal life. It is as if He said: whoever comes to God must firmly believe that God is able and most willing to reward all who come to Him with a better reward than this world can give -- even eternal life and glory, for His Son's sake.

    But then some will object: God rewards us, therefore we have merit; therefore good works deserve reward.

    I answer: this passage is indeed crudely misused by Roman Catholics for that purpose, but the truth is far different. God rewards people for two reasons. First, for the sake of His promise -- and that is for His own sake, since it was His own goodness that moved Him to promise, and He owed no prior debt to anyone. Second, He rewards our good works not for our merits -- for our works deserve nothing but death and curses -- but for Christ and His merits. It is on account of Christ's worthiness that our good works are rewarded. So there are two reasons God rewards, and human merit is neither of them. The argument that 'God rewards, therefore we merit' is therefore worthless, because God does it for other reasons. These people extract poison from this flower like spiders, but let us draw out the honey instead, for this notable statement has excellent applications.

    First, if God is a rewarder of those who seek Him, then He is not a rewarder of those who do not seek Him. Who does not seek God? Wicked and ungodly people do not seek Him. Instead, they try to avoid Him and His service. This statement therefore weighs heavily against them. When they hear it, their conscience answers: but we do not seek God, and therefore we can expect no reward from Him. Do you seek the world? Then the world must be your rewarder. Do you seek to please yourself? Then you must reward yourself. And if you please the devil by living in sin, then he must be your paymaster. How pitiful and dreadful those rewards will be.

    Furthermore, if God rewards no one but those who seek Him, here we can see the reason why so many Roman Catholics abandon their religion on their deathbeds and cling to Christ's merits alone when they come to die. Their conscience tells them at that moment that through their pilgrimages, relics, self-invented worship, and the many other practices common in Roman Catholicism, they never truly sought God but only sought themselves -- their own honor, gain, and reputation. They knew full well that no reward was due for such service. And so by their own practice they confirm the saying: it is good to live as a Catholic, but good to die as a Protestant.

    Second, if God is a rewarder of those who seek Him, then what the apostle says is most certainly true: it is not in vain to serve God (1 Corinthians 15:58), for God is a rewarder of those who seek and serve Him. Therefore the atheists and ungodly people of this world -- who say, 'It is in vain to serve God, and what profit is there in keeping His commandments?' -- are here proven liars against the truth.

    Since this is so, let it urge us all to seek and serve God in complete truth and sincerity, knowing that we serve One who will reward it. Nothing encourages a person to serve his lord and king more than to see that his effort is noticed and his service rewarded. And nothing discourages him more than the opposite. If God ever forgot or neglected anyone who served Him, let us take our service elsewhere and consider Him unworthy to be sought. But if, on the contrary, He has never forgotten, deceived, or disappointed anyone who served Him, then He is most worthy to receive the service of both our souls and bodies. David once said: In vain I have kept my heart pure and washed my hands in innocence. But he was then in a severe temptation, as he himself admits there. Afterward, when he went into the sanctuary of God and searched out the truth of the matter, he confessed he had been wrong. Just as he acknowledged in the first verse that God is good to Israel, so in the last verse he concludes that it is good for him to draw near to God. So although the temptation was very strong, faith appeared at the beginning and won the victory in the end, testifying that God is good to all who seek Him. On another occasion -- for he was a man of many sorrows and temptations -- when he was in some extreme distress, his sinful nature so overpowered him that he said: All men are liars. Whatever Samuel, or God, or Nathan, and the other prophets had told him about God's love, mercy, promises, providence, and fatherly care -- he declared it was all false and untrue. Now if David or all the kings in the world could prove this, then God would not be worthy to be sought. But powerful men think they can say anything, especially when they are upset, as David was here. But when David came to his senses and considered the words he had so rashly spoken, he repented and -- on better reflection -- confessed and wrote it down for all future generations, to God's glory and his own shame, that it was said in haste: I said in my alarm, all men are liars. He said this in his panic and fear. But upon reflection, in the very next verse, he confesses that God's blessings to him were so many and so great that he could not begin to think of what to give back to the Lord for all of them. And in another place, he cries out in wonder: How great is Your goodness which You have stored up for those who fear You, which You have done for those who take refuge in You, before the sons of men!

    We see, then, that Christ's merciful promise is always fulfilled: Seek and you will find (Matthew 6). No one has ever sought God and failed to find Him. We may seek our own pleasures and live carelessly, only to be deceived and to hear that dreadful question: What benefit did you gain from those things? (Romans 6). What reward comes from that but shame and sorrow? But if we seek God the right way, we never waste our effort. So let us seek God. Let the hand of our hearts knock at God's gate of mercy in Christ, and we will not go away without a reward. The prodigal son fled from his father, spent everything, and lost his favor. But the moment he said, 'I will go back and humble myself before my father,' he found him and won his father's favor again. So let us simply offer ourselves to seek God -- for God understands our thoughts long before we speak them -- and He will come to meet us, receive us, and give us a reward.

    Third, just as God rewards those who seek Him, He rewards all who seek Him. No one who seeks misses Him; all who seek, find. The powerful do not get special access while the poor are shut out. All are received as they come, with no distinction. The more carefully anyone seeks, the more welcome they are. Here let rulers and powerful people learn their duty from God, by whose grace and permission they hold their positions.

    First, let them consider it unworthy of their greatness to let anyone serve them without a reward, and a stain on their honor if deserving subjects cannot find their favor. They should not crush the hearts of their servants by ignoring them and their efforts. Instead, they should encourage them to serve by acknowledging them, by showing goodwill, by speaking kindly, and by rewarding each one according to his worth. All powerful people should regard this as one of the jewels of their crown: to have it said of them, 'This person is a rewarder of those who serve him.'

    Furthermore, let them learn to distribute their favor according to reason, not merely personal preference. God is fair and equal to all who seek Him, and rulers should be the same. That is true honor and justice: to reward each person as he deserves. When the best reward goes to whoever performs best, it motivates everyone to compete to be first and most eager in their service.

    Beyond this, rulers must learn not to look down on those who are beneath them in this world. Although the order of society requires differences between people -- otherwise it could not function -- it is not that way with God, nor will it be in the world to come. There, the subject, the servant, and the poor person can claim a share in God's favor just as well as the greatest. In fact, whoever seeks most carefully will find the greatest reward.

    Here is also a comfort for the poor and those in humble circumstances, whom God has appointed to lower positions in this world. Do they seek favor here and find none? Do they work and do their duties but receive no reward? Let them learn to seek God, who will certainly both notice what they do and reward it generously.

    Fourth, since God is a rewarder of those who seek Him, here is an encouraging comfort against two great obstacles that keep many people from serving God.

    The first obstacle is that seeking God is a matter of mockery to ungodly people. If a person sets his face toward Jerusalem, there are immediately Samaritans who will hate and mock him for it. If someone sets his heart to seek God -- by hearing the word more carefully, praying to God, instructing his family, or keeping the Sabbath more faithfully than before -- he immediately becomes the laughingstock and the target of ridicule among ungodly people. But here is the comfort: the God you seek will reward you, and so richly that you will consider yourself well repaid both for your service and for their mockery. In this world, people do not care who thinks or speaks evil of them, as long as the ruler approves of them. Should it not then encourage us to seek God even when the world mocks us, knowing that by doing so we please God, and please Him so greatly that He will richly reward us? Those who abandon their faith because of such mockers show clearly that they seek to please people, not God.

    The second obstacle is this: for a magistrate or a minister to do his duty faithfully is the surest way to bring contempt and hatred upon himself. As a result, many good people are afraid to become either magistrates or ministers. First, wicked people will inevitably hate them, because the minister rebukes sin and the magistrate punishes it. And even good people are too often careless toward those who serve in these roles, failing to show them the respect or support they deserve. Often a person who gives all his effort and care to the church or the community is repaid with hatred, envy, resentment, harsh words, and slander. In this situation, the comfort is this: though a person may not be noticed or rewarded by the world as he deserves, the Lord sees what he does and is a generous rewarder of all who seek and serve Him. This is especially true of those who not only serve God faithfully in these important positions, but also lead many others to seek and serve God.

    Fifth, if God is a rewarder of those who seek Him, then He is certainly also an avenger of those who hate Him. A God who can powerfully reward His followers can also powerfully punish His enemies. These two abilities — to greatly advance His friends and powerfully punish His enemies — are the two marks of a king's power, and they belong above all to the King of Kings. This statement, then, is a thunderbolt of the most fearful warning against all unrepentant sinners. It assures them that if they persist in treating God's holy name with contempt by carelessly sinning against Him, they will certainly find and feel Him as a powerful avenger. He promises this Himself in Deuteronomy 32:40-42: "I lift up My hand to heaven, and say, 'As I live forever, if I sharpen My flashing sword, and My hand takes hold on justice, I will render vengeance on My adversaries, and I will repay those who hate Me.'" Notice also that the same phrase is used there. Just as the apostle here says God is a rewarder of those who seek Him, so Deuteronomy calls Him a rewarder of those who hate Him. If anyone objects that these two rewards cannot both be right — since a person might as well hate God as seek Him if both get a reward — the answer is: they do get a reward, but not the same reward. Thieves and murderers are justly rewarded when they die for their crimes. A king rewards a faithful servant by promoting him to honor. Those who seek God are rewarded with mercies and favors beyond their deserving. Those who hate God are rewarded with vengeance and torment according to their deserving. Every wicked enemy of God can be just as certain of receiving that judgment as every seeker of God has been certain of receiving mercy.

    But worldly people will say: "We don't hate God. We are neither Jews nor Muslims. We are baptized Christians who attend church as good subjects should." The answer is that Jews and Muslims do no less than this — they do not deny the existence of God but acknowledge it, practice their rites, and are in many cases stricter in their religious observances than most Christians. Something more is therefore required, or else we would have to conclude that Jews and Muslims are also at peace with God. A person may hate God while being neither a Muslim nor a Jew. He may acknowledge Christ and the Trinity and still hate God. As Christ says, "He who is not with Me is against Me, and he who does not gather with Me scatters." The same principle applies here: the person who does not seek, serve, and love God hates God. Every person who knows God must either love Him for His mercies or hate Him for His justice against sin and sinners. Christ also commands: "If you love Me, keep My commandments." If keeping God's commandments is the sign of love for God, then failing to keep them is the sign of not loving God. Taken together, these two passages make clear that whoever does not take sin seriously is God's enemy — and God regards him as such. Let this drive every person away from careless sin and toward true repentance. Otherwise, let him be assured: God is as powerful an avenger of those who hate Him as He is a generous rewarder of those who seek Him.

    Finally, if God is a rewarder of those who seek Him, we can see clearly the vast difference between serving God and serving the devil. The devil's servants are fed with empty promises and receive nothing, for the devil has nothing to give. But God's servants, as we see here, are generously rewarded. God is a rewarder of those who seek Him; the devil is a deceiver of those who serve him. Some will say: "No one is foolish enough to be the devil's servant." The answer is: whoever does another's work is either his servant or his slave. Every wicked and unrepentant person does the devil's work, for sin is the devil's work. Therefore all impenitent sinners are the devil's servants. This is Christ's own argument to the Jews: "You are of your father the devil, for you want to do the desires of your father. He was a murderer from the beginning. Murder and lies are his works. You live in these sins and do these works — therefore you are his servants."

    The Holy Spirit further teaches us that whoever keeps on sinning without repentance is the slave of sin. Now sin is the agent and intermediary of the devil. Those who are slaves of sin are handed over by sin to the devil, and so they become his servants. Whoever is a slave of sin is therefore also the slave and servant of the devil. If this is true, it will turn out on examination that the devil has more servants in the world than God does. This is all the more grievous because the devil deludes all who serve him and is not able to reward them or give them any good thing.

    Some will say: this is not so at all. Who actually enjoys the honors, pleasures, and wealth of this life — who has ease and everything they want — if not wicked people? The answer is: that is often true. But do they receive those things from Satan? Not in the slightest — they receive everything from God. Every person is God's child by creation, and some are His children by grace. To every one of His children He appoints and gives a portion. But to His children by grace He gives a double portion — both here and in heaven. Wicked people refuse to fear or serve God, so they have no share in heaven. Their portion is here. David says as much: there are men who are men of this world and have their portion in this life. God fills their bellies with His hidden treasures; they and their children have enough, and leave the rest for their children after them. This makes clear that wicked people receive their share of God's blessings in this world, and that all their wealth and pleasures are granted to them by God as their earthly portion — while God reserves the greater portion for His children in the life to come. Therefore all the good things in this life that Dives received, and that all wicked people receive, are not rewards from Satan but gifts from God. That is how poor a master the devil is to serve. He promises his miserable slaves anything, but can deliver nothing. He will only lie to them and deceive them. He told Christ confidently, when he showed Him the glory and greatness of this world: "All this is mine, and I give it to whom I wish." But he was a liar from the beginning, and he was lying here as well. He lied to the first Adam, and it is no wonder that he dared to make such a reckless and blatant lie in the presence of the second Adam, Jesus Christ. He promised the first Adam that he would make him like God, and here he promised the second Adam that he would make Him king and lord of all the world and its glory. He kept both promises equally — he deceived the first Adam, and would have deceived the second as well, had Christ trusted him. No one has ever trusted the devil without being deceived — even in the ordinary things of this life. Look at all his witches, the most devoted and committed of his servants — there is not one in all of history he made wealthy. All ages cannot produce a single example. On the other side, there was never a man who served God who did not receive a fitting measure of comfort for this life — and some received abundance — and all of that was only the first fruits and the beginning of the reward stored up for them in the next world. Given all this, is it not a strange and grievous thing to see people still debasing themselves to the slavish service of Satan, and refusing the high and honorable service of almighty God? A common servant in this world has more sense. If he hears of a better position — a master who pays better wages and promotes his servants more — he will leave his old master and find a way to enter the other's service. Should we not be at least as wise for both soul and body as they are for the body alone? Should they leave one man for a better man, while we refuse to leave the devil for God?

    Let us therefore abandon the base service of Satan, who can neither reward those who serve him nor will do so. Let us be rid of so poor a master — one who has nothing of his own to give us, except in this world sorrow, shame, and a guilty conscience, and in the world to come the torments of hell alongside himself. Let us instead seek the blessed service of God. If we do not know how to enter it, go to Christ through sincere confession of your sins and earnest prayer, and He will bring you to God His Father. No one who has offered himself to God's service with a sincere and genuine heart has ever been turned away. Then we will feel and discover what a blessed thing it is to be God's servant — of whom it has always been true, is true now, and will always be true, what the Holy Spirit says here: He is a generous rewarder of those who seek Him.

    And so we have explored in some measure the meaning and application of this notable statement. We have spent considerable time on it because it is one of the most excellent principles in all of practical theology.

    Now let us bring it all together and see how it proves that Enoch was taken away by faith — which is the foundational point and the main subject of this entire example and of these two verses.

    God is a rewarder of all His children who seek Him by faith. Therefore it is faith by which God's children please God. And therefore holy Enoch, who was taken up by God from earth to heaven, both pleased God by faith and by faith was taken away.

    And so much for the commendation of Enoch's faith, and consequently for the examples of those who lived in the first world before the flood.

    Now follows the example of Noah, who lived in both worlds — both before and after the flood.


  Noah's Faith

  • • •

    Hebrews 11:7. By faith, Noah, being warned by God about things not yet seen, in reverence prepared an ark for the salvation of his household. By this he condemned the world, and became an heir of the righteousness which is according to faith.

    This verse contains the third example, and the last of those who lived before the flood, in the first and ancient world — namely, the renowned patriarch Noah, the tenth from Adam.

    Great and glorious things are spoken of Noah and his faith in this verse, written in a high and excellent style, full of majesty and divine eloquence.

    Concerning Noah's faith, two points are laid out: first, the foundation of his faith; and second, the commendation of it.

    The foundation of his faith was a special revelation from God, expressed in the words: Noah being warned by God. The things God warned him about are described in two ways: first, in general terms as things not yet seen; then specifically, three things in particular.

    1. God's judgment upon the sinful world — that He purposed to destroy it by water.

    2. God's mercy toward Noah — that He would save him and his family.

    3. That God would save him by means of an ark, and therefore Noah must build one. These are the things about which Noah was warned by God.

    His faith is commended by three worthy effects it produced in him:

    1. It moved him to reverence — a reverent regard for the warning God sent him.

    2. It led him to prepare the ark, which served two purposes:

    - 1. It saved his household. - 2. It condemned the world.

    3. It made him an heir of the righteousness which is by faith.

    This, I take it, is the correct interpretation of these words — and they contain many excellent truths about his faith.

    By faith Noah, being warned by God of things not yet seen —

    By faith — that is, by both a general and historical faith and by a true and saving faith in the Messiah to come — Noah (being warned by God of the righteous judgment He purposed to bring upon the world through a universal flood, and of His merciful provision for Noah and his family, that He would save them by an ark — all of which was then future, and therefore unseen) believed these forewarnings of God. In reverence for this message from God, he prepared the ark, thereby saving his household and condemning the wicked world. And so his faith — shown through all of these actions to be a true and living faith — made him a righteous person in God's sight. This is the sum and substance of Noah's example. Let us now take up each part in order.

    The first point is the foundation of his faith: a warning or word from God. Noah was a righteous man in that wicked age when the whole world wallowed in wickedness, and he walked before God in great holiness when no one else cared for religion. Because of this, God gave him this special favor: when God purposed to destroy the world for its sin, He first revealed that purpose to righteous Noah. These words therefore refer to the revelation Noah received from God in Genesis 6. This message did not come from God through any prophet — for we know of none in those evil days except Noah himself — but either through the ministry of an angel or by direct revelation from God. And this favor Noah received from God for no other reason than that he was a holy and righteous man.

    From this we may draw several excellent lessons.

    First, in that God chose Noah to reveal His purposes and coming judgments to him, we learn that this is a privilege God grants to those who fear Him. He reveals His purposes to them in a special way — whether those purposes involve judgment on His enemies or mercy toward His church. He dealt this way with Abraham in Genesis 18:19: "Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do?" — referring to the destruction of Sodom and her sister cities. While the people of Sodom lived in careless pleasure and pushed the thought of disaster far from their minds, Abraham knew from God that their destruction was at hand. And this is generally true of all God's great works: "The Lord God does nothing unless He reveals His secret counsel to His servants the prophets" (Amos 3:7). Now this is not a privilege reserved for prophets alone, or for extraordinary figures like Abraham. Rather, "the secret of the Lord is for those who fear Him" (Psalm 25:14). All who fear God's holy name are God's friends and are admitted to His counsel. That is why not only Abraham is called "the friend of God" (James 2:23), but Christ says of all true believers in John 15:14-15: "You are My friends, if you do what I command you. No longer do I call you slaves, for the slave does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all things that I have heard from My Father I have made known to you." He was saying, in effect: I will share My secrets with you as one friend does with another, as far as it is fitting for you to know. And the apostle says in 1 Corinthians 2:15 that a faithful and holy person discerns into the deep purposes of God — purposes which are revealed to them as much as concerns their salvation, and sometimes more, as here with Noah, who was forewarned by God of things not yet seen.

    This privilege of God's children must be understood with some qualifications.

    First, this privilege belongs more fully to prophets and holy ministers of God than to ordinary Christians.

    Second, it was more common in the Old Testament than it is now in the age of the Gospel. If someone objects that this means the state of the church before Christ was better than it is now under Christ —

    The answer is: not so. First, we are more than compensated by having the Scriptures complete and finished, which they did not have — and by having the substance of their shadows and the fulfillment of their promises. In these respects our situation is far more excellent than theirs. Second, on this particular point: they did have more ordinary revelation of personal and private matters not directly related to salvation. But regarding those things that are general and necessarily concern salvation, we in the New Testament era have a clearer and fuller revelation than they had before Christ. For example, particular mercies to specific believers, or particular judgments on God's enemies — whether individuals or whole kingdoms — were revealed to godly people in those days, as here to Noah. But salvation through the Messiah, and the manner in which the Messiah saves His church, is more fully and plainly revealed now than it was then.

    From this consideration arises a third qualification: the revelations of God's will to be expected now under the Gospel are ordinarily these — the true meaning of Scripture, and discernment of true Scripture from forged, of true sacraments from supposed ones, of true doctrine from false, and of true pastors from false prophets. All of these things, insofar as they are necessary for salvation, every true and faithful believer who seeks them from God with a humble heart through devout prayer can be sure to receive. But as for God's particular purposes concerning personal matters — what His blessings or judgments will be for specific people, families, cities, or kingdoms; when or how He will change governments or transfer kingdoms; or by what extraordinary means He will have the Gospel spread or a declining church or nation upheld — these things we should not expect to receive through private revelation, and we should not readily believe anyone who claims such things have been revealed to them. Nevertheless, we do not bind the Lord so strictly that He cannot at times extraordinarily reveal His purposes to certain chosen servants. Even then, such a revelation must be examined and approved by the church. But as for what immediately concerns the salvation of our souls, God's Spirit reveals these things most comfortably to us through prayer, through His word, and through His sacraments. In all of these it remains most true that the secrets of the Lord belong to those who fear Him.

    This doctrine has two uses: instruction and encouragement. For our instruction, it teaches us how to answer the Church of Rome when they ask: how do we know true religion from false? How do we know true Scripture or true sacraments from counterfeits? We answer first: by the thing itself — by sight and by sensing its excellence, just as we recognize gold from brass or silver from lead. But what if the brass or tin has been gilded over? Then we answer a second way: we can distinguish gold from brass and silver from tin by their sound, their smell, their durability, and their properties. Similarly, there is a spiritual sound of the Scriptures in the ears of a Christian, a spiritual comfort and taste in true religion, and a spiritual operation in the hearts of holy people through the true sacraments. But what if false prophets come in sheep's clothing and, through lying wonders, seem to produce the same sound, taste, smell, virtue, and effect — or at least claim it, insisting that theirs is the truth? Then we answer finally: we know true religion, true Scripture, true sacraments, true prophets, and true doctrine from false ones by a holy and supernatural revelation from God's Spirit, which by clear and powerful demonstration assures us what is true and what is false in the substance of salvation. This Spirit is given to all who seek it in true humility, through holy prayer and through frequent and sincere engagement with God's word and sacraments — and to no one else. If the Roman Catholics were as well acquainted with the Spirit of God as they are with their own invented revelations, they would never deny this. By the force of this testimony, a Christian knows as certainly as he knows that God is God, that the Pope — as he now holds and exercises his office and power — cannot be the true vicar of Christ. And that Roman Catholicism, as it is now established by the Council of Trent and taught by their leading scholars, cannot be the true religion or the safest path to heaven. When the question arises about the meaning of a passage like "There is one God and one mediator between God and man, the man Christ Jesus," a Christian will know and believe — even if all the world says otherwise — that there are no mediators to God but Christ. Or regarding the passage that "Christ was offered for our sins once for all" — no sacrifice can purchase pardon but His, no matter how much Roman Catholics try to soften the point with unsound distinctions. The same could be shown in various other passages and points. And if anyone asks how this can be: Noah was warned by God of things not yet seen — so God's children are warned and assured by God of things that concern their salvation, even if those things are beyond sense and reason. God's secrets belong to them.

    The practical application for encouragement is this: since God warns His children of His will and reveals His secrets to them, this should move us to become truly and sincerely God's servants. We do not serve a Lord who is cold and distant — who will not give us a kind look or a welcoming word. He is so far from that, in fact, that He invites us into His holy counsel, lets us know His secrets, and communicates Himself to us by His blessed Spirit. Through that Spirit He reveals many excellent mysteries of salvation that carnal and irreverent people in the world never begin to imagine.

    In the second place, observe that Noah, having been warned by God in this particular matter — as he had previously been taught about salvation through a coming Messiah — believes not only the general promise of salvation but also this particular promise of his own preservation and deliverance. From his example we can learn two things:

    First, that faith is a supernatural work of God in the hearts of those who have it. That it is a work of God is evident in the fact that it always acknowledges and believes God's word. That it is supernatural is evident in the fact that it grasps and believes whatever God's word declares, however incredible it may seem to reason or the senses. But how does God work this faith? Through His word. As God is the author and producer of faith, He has also appointed the means by which He works it — and that means is His word. God's word is the only ordinary outward means for producing faith. That word of God is to be understood in two ways: either as directly revealed by God Himself (as here to Noah), or else as written by God and then either preached by His ministers or read by a person on his own when preaching is unavailable. All of these are means God has appointed to produce faith — not only to begin it where it is lacking, but to increase it where it has already begun.

    This being so, it teaches us all not only to hear the word with special care and reverence, whoever preaches it, but also to hear it read — and indeed to read it ourselves with diligence. Doing so will work out and perfect in us that holy faith which will make us blessed and accepted by God, just as it did for Noah here.

    Second, here we learn what is the full object of faith — that is, everything that faith believes. Faith believes nothing but God's word, and it believes all of God's word. So faith has two objects, which differ not in kind but in degree: a primary object and a secondary one. The primary object of true faith is the promise of salvation through Christ. The secondary objects are all other particular promises — of safety, deliverance, providence, help, assistance, comfort, or any other benefit promised either to the whole church (and thereby inclusively to any individual person in it) or directly to a specific person. Saving faith believes not only the great promise of salvation, but all other promises of spiritual or physical blessings that are subordinate to the great promise, depend on it, and are therefore grasped by the same faith. So Noah had already grasped the main promise of salvation through the Messiah and treasured it in his heart. When this particular promise of his deliverance was then made, the same faith laid hold of it as well. This makes good sense: if faith grasps the greater promise, it is no surprise that it should also take hold of all the lesser promises that depend upon the principal one.

    From what has been said, it is clear that those who charge us with teaching that saving faith believes only salvation through Christ — and grasps only the promise of salvation in Christ — are wrong. We teach that it grasps other particular promises as well, including the promises of outward and earthly blessings, as this example of Noah shows.

    Finally, in that Noah — a man of faith — is warned by God of coming dangers so that he might escape them, we see the loving care God has for those who have a care to fear and serve Him. God has dealt this way with His children in every age, for their comfort and preservation, to encourage all people to serve God in truth and integrity as Noah did here. Those who do so may assure themselves of God's care and providence over them, even when His wrath burns against the sins of the world. Moreover, in every urgent and extreme situation, He will instruct them — whether through His word, through the counsel of other believers, or through His own quiet inner guidance — what they must do and what course to take for their safety and deliverance.

    How often a Christian will find in the course of his life that God put it into his mind to respond in a certain way, or to foresee a particular danger — and by following that leading he escaped serious harm. So, though not in the same manner as Noah, all faithful people daily find that they are warned by God of things that concern them.

    But what were the things about which Noah was warned by God? The text says: of things not yet seen.

    This phrase refers not to when the Holy Spirit wrote these words, but to the time when God gave the warning to Noah — for then they were not yet seen, but were still to come. They were not fulfilled until many years afterward, as will appear in the particulars.

    Specifically, there were three things. First, the great and righteous wrath that God had conceived against the sinful world for its universal corruption and widespread wickedness. Noah was a preacher of righteousness to that wicked age. As Peter says (1 Peter 3:19), the very Spirit of Christ preached through him. But the people of that time despised both him and the Spirit by which he spoke, mocked him and all his holy warnings, and consoled themselves in their sinful pleasures without fear or respect for God or anyone else, delighting in their own defiled ways and reassuring themselves of safety and security. But look — this same Noah, whom they considered a base and contemptible man unworthy of their company, is the one to whom God revealed how short their time was, and that they would be cut off in the middle of their revelry. God's children, whom wicked people think of and speak of with great contempt, know full well the miserable condition of such people and the dreadful dangers hanging over them — while the wicked themselves are far from suspecting any such thing.

    The second thing God revealed to Noah was that He would save him and his family from the floodwaters He would bring upon the world. His faith was not in vain — God rewarded it with a remarkable preservation. He has always dealt this way with His children: delivering Lot out of Sodom (Genesis 19), Rahab out of Jericho (Joshua 6:22), the Kenites from the Amalekites (1 Samuel 15), and here Noah from the general destruction. And this God revealed to Noah beforehand, for his greater comfort and assurance — so that as the signs and strange events showed the destruction drawing ever closer, Noah could continually comfort himself in the certainty of the merciful promise God had made him regarding his deliverance, and the deliverance of his family for his sake.

    The third thing revealed to him was the means by which he would be saved from the universal flood — namely, an ark, which God commanded him to build himself for his greater assurance. With every stroke of work, he would be reminded of God's merciful promise to him. For just as every stroke in building the ark was a loud sermon to that sinful generation, calling them to repentance, it was also an ongoing assurance to Noah of his coming deliverance. We will speak more fully about the ark and Noah's obedience in building it later. And so much for the foundation of Noah's faith — a warning or revelation from God.

    Now follows the second point: the commendation of his faith, or a description of its excellence through its various remarkable effects. He was moved with reverence —

    The first effect of his faith was that it moved him to reverence — a reverent fear of the God who spoke to him, of His justice toward sin and sinners, and of His mercy toward Noah himself.

    In examining this effect, two points must be considered: 1. The foundation of this reverence. 2. The occasions or motivations that produced it.

    The foundation from which this reverence sprang was his true and saving faith. The Holy Spirit first tells us of Noah's faith, and afterward of the reverent fear he had toward God and His great works.

    From this we learn that whoever is endowed with saving faith is also touched with fear and reverence when considering God and His glorious works — whether works of His power, His wisdom, His mercy, His justice, or all of them together.

    For the first: David could not look upon the works of God's power in creation (Psalm 8) — when he looked up and saw the heavens, the work of God's hands, the moon and the stars He had set in place — without immediately falling into reverence and wonder at God's mercy to humanity, for whose benefit He had made them all.

    For the second: the same David could not begin to consider God's wisdom in the remarkable design of the human body (Psalm 139:13 and following) without immediately falling into reverence and amazement, expressed in some of the most passionate words in all of Scripture: "You formed my inward parts; You wove me in my mother's womb. I will give thanks to You, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. Wonderful are Your works, and my soul knows it very well. My frame was not hidden from You when I was made in secret, and skillfully wrought in the depths of the earth. Your eyes have seen my unformed substance; and in Your book were all written the days that were ordained for me, when as yet there was not one of them. How precious also are Your thoughts to me, O God!" Here we see how this holy king cannot find enough words to express his reverent and devout regard for God's majesty.

    For the third: God's merciful works toward His church and children have always moved good people to deep reverence. "What shall I render to the Lord for all His benefits toward me?" asks David (Psalm 116:12).

    But especially God's judgments have always been received by God's children with much reverence and wonder. Blessed David says: "My flesh trembles for fear of You, and I am afraid of Your judgments" (Psalm 119:120). How much more would this noble king have trembled if he had been a private man? And how glorious is God in His works of judgment, which cause even kings to tremble! The prophet Habakkuk says that when he merely heard of God's coming judgments, "my inward parts trembled; at the sound my lips quivered. Decay enters my bones, and in my place I tremble" (Habakkuk 3:16). So Noah here, hearing of God's righteous wrath against the sinful world and of His purpose to destroy all living flesh by water, was moved with great fear and reverence at this mighty work of God. Through the view of God's great and righteous judgment, his faith drew him up into a more earnest consideration of God's majesty. From all of this it is more than evident that true faith, wherever it exists, produces a holy fear and reverent regard for God, for His works, and for God seen in and through His works. It follows, conversely, that to think lightly or casually of God, to think contemptuously of His works, or to deny His power and hand in the great events — whether of mercy or judgment — taking place in the world, is the mark of a profane heart that lacks true faith.

    The practical use of this teaching exposes the widespread irreverence and serious lack of faith that ordinarily exists in the world. This appears through two kinds of evidence: the first is visible to each person's own conscience, and the second is visible to everyone.

    First, a person can see in himself a profane heart empty of faith by this test: Does he think lightly of God in his heart — of His power, His justice, or His mercies? Does he doubt them? Or, granting them, does he think about them without fear and wonder? Then his heart is certainly empty of true faith and far from the life and power of religion. For where God is truly known and believed, the person's heart — though he be a king — cannot think about God even once without a sense of His majesty and a wonder at His greatness and at his own smallness. The absence of this is therefore a clear sign of the absence of true religion and true faith.

    Second, this irreverence reveals itself to the world through a lack of reverence for God's works. When the Lord sends unseasonable weather, famines, plagues, or strange signs in heaven or on earth, those who cry out "Behold the finger of God, the hand of God!" are immediately labeled fools. Instead people say: this is nature, and has natural causes. Bad weather comes from the stars; famine comes from bad weather and human greed; plague comes from famine, bad air, or infection from another place. But can nature and natural causes have their place without displacing God? He does not overthrow them — why should they overthrow Him? Yet this is how it is in the world, and this is how God is robbed of His glory. Only a simple-minded person, it is said, would be moved with reverence at such things or begin to magnify God's power and justice in them. This is too plain to deny. Do we not have causes for fear as great as any? Noah heard about water, and we have heard that fire is to destroy the world — yet where is the person who is moved with reverence as Noah was? Noah could say: the flood will not come for another 120 years. But who can say and prove that this world will not be destroyed by fire within the next 120 years? And before the flood came, there were doubtless many other plagues as forerunners of the general destruction — and as each came, they moved Noah to reverence. So we in this age see the great works of God's judgments upon individuals, families, towns, countries, and whole kingdoms; we feel His heavy hand in many sharp strokes. But who and where are they whose hearts fear God more on account of this, and who tremble when they contemplate His judgments? Indeed, among many people it is simply a matter of mockery to do so. This is not the fault of our religion — it is the absence of it. If people truly knew and believed in God, they could not think or speak of God, or look at His works, without fear and reverence. As our fear of God is, so is our faith. Little fear of God — little faith. No fear at all — no faith at all. Let all people therefore show their religion by their fear of God, and let every Christian acknowledge God in His works. England has been particularly at fault in one point. We have had great plagues that took away many thousands in a short time, in which God showed Himself mighty against our sins. But God's hand would not be seen or acknowledged — only nature and natural causes were credited. But let England take heed lest God send a plague so widespread and so severe that even the most irreverent people — even the sorcerers of Egypt, if they were here — would acknowledge it as the finger of God, and give Him the reverence that He has not received during His ordinary visitations. And so we see the foundation from which Noah's reverence sprang: his faith.

    Now let us consider the occasions and considerations in Noah's heart that prompted this fear. The foundation on which he feared was true faith — without it he would have been incapable of any fear or reverence toward God. But the particular occasions that stirred up this fear in him were certain other things.

    Looking at it from a human perspective, Noah had no reason at all to fear as he did. First, the judgment was far off — 120 years away — and common sense says it is foolish to fear something so distant; there would be time enough to worry when it was near. Further, he was a single man, while the world was full of wise and mighty men. They all heard of it, yet none of them feared. Their example might well have prevailed on him to feel secure and unconcerned like the rest — for the influence of example is powerful, especially when it is so widespread.

    Third, the strangeness of the threatened judgment was such that it might drive any reasonable person to dismiss it entirely. Who would ever believe that God would drown all the world with water? Such a thing had never happened before — so how could it happen? And even if all were to be drowned, who would think that Noah alone would escape?

    These three considerations, weighed by human reason, would have kept Noah from fearing or believing this word of God. But see the power of faith: it goes beyond all human reasoning and fixes itself firmly on God's word. Therefore Noah not only believed it, but was filled with a great reverence for God's majesty in response to this message. And there were three particular motivations that stirred him up to this reverence.

    First, the consideration of God's extraordinary judgment upon the sinful world — to see that His wrath had been so provoked that He would bring such an unprecedented plague: so extraordinary both in its nature (a flood of water to drown people, when generally anyone can avoid the danger of that element) and in its scale (so vast that it would drown the entire world and destroy all humanity).

    Now, the effect that God's judgment worked in Noah is the same effect God's judgments should work in us — they should move us with reverence. As Christ says: "For the coming of the Son of Man will be just like the days of Noah" (Matthew 24:37). These days are just as wicked: people are as greedy, as cruel, as malicious, as pleasure-seeking, and yet as carefree as they were then — as full of sin, and just as spiritually dead in that sin. Therefore Noah expected a flood 120 years away. Who can say whether our world will last even that long? At the very least, we can safely say — whatever the world may think — that no one alive has more than 120 years before he is certain to face God's judgment at death, unless he repents in the meantime. And yet where is the person who is moved with reverence when he considers this? The wicked man may escape the water of a flood, but he cannot escape the fire of hell. He cannot escape death. He cannot escape the final judgment. These are yet to come, yet they are certain. Why then do people not fear as Noah did? He feared 120 years before it came. We can tremble a little at an immediate judgment — when fire breaks out, when floods overflow, when plague destroys, or when famine starves. But to tremble at a judgment that is threatened, though it is still far off — that is the work of true faith. This was in Noah and worked reverence in him — and so it would in us, if it were in us. When people cry "Fire! Fire!" we rouse ourselves, we run, we tremble. But God cries in His word — the fire of hell, the fire of His wrath — and we do not care, we do not stir, we do not leave our sins, we are not moved with reverence as Noah was. It is therefore more than clear that the holy faith Noah had is lacking in the world today.

    The second motivation that stirred up this reverence in him was his contemplation of God's wonderful mercy in saving him and his family. This mercy seemed so remarkable to him — both because he knew it was undeserved (he knew himself to be a sinful man, incapable of earning God's favor, and was well aware of his own many imperfections) and also because it was unexpected (he never imagined he would be spared when the whole world was destroyed). He therefore marveled with reverence at so great a mercy. God's mercies do not only win a person's heart to love God — they move him to fear God with deep reverence. David proves this in Psalm 130:4: "There is forgiveness with You, that You may be feared" — as if he said: Your great mercies to Your children, O Lord, cause them to hold You in reverent regard. This is what made David cry out in holy passion: "How precious is Your lovingkindness, O God!" (Psalm 36:7).

    And just as God's children marvel at the greatness of God's mercies to them, so also they marvel at their own lowliness and unworthiness. David demonstrates this in 2 Samuel 7:18 — for as he was a man of great faith, so he was full of excellent reflections and reverent words about God, which are the true fruits of faith. When God had established him in his kingdom, he said: "Who am I, O Lord God, and what is my house, that You have brought me this far?" And in 1 Chronicles 29:14: "But who am I and who are my people, that we should be able to offer as generously as this?" And doubtless Noah's blessed soul said something like this to the Lord often: "Who am I, O Lord, and what is my family, that we should be chosen out of so many thousands, and saved while all the world perishes?"

    Let us apply this to our own church and nation. If any nation has reason to say this, it is England. God has delivered us from the bondage of spiritual Egypt and led us out — not by a Moses, but first by a child, then by a woman — and given us His Gospel more fully, freely, and peacefully than almost any great kingdom in the world. He continues to deliver us from the wicked plots of the Pope and the tyrannical invasions of Spain, who intended to brand us with infamy and do to us what they have done to other nations they have conquered. But God fought for us from heaven, overthrew them in their own schemes, and put His hook in their nostrils and His bridle on their lips, and turned them back in shame and disgrace. We are unworthy of such mercy if our souls do not often say to God: "O Lord, what are we, and what is our people, that You should be so wonderful in Your mercies to us?"

    And in particular, this should teach every Christian to be a careful observer of the favors and mercies God shows to his soul and body, to himself and those dear to him. Reflecting on these mercies should move him daily to reverence and reverent thoughts of God's majesty. And as the Lord grows more and more merciful to him, let him bear more and more fear and reverence toward God for it.

    The final motivation for Noah's reverence was his contemplation of God's power and wisdom — shown both in the judgment on the world and in the mercy shown to him. In the judgment it was remarkable that God would choose so weak an element as water to destroy and overthrow the mighty giants of that age. This displayed first God's power, which can bring down His enemies by the weakest of means, and also His wisdom — for just as universal wickedness had polluted the whole world, so a flood of water would wash the whole world clean. Second, the mercy was also remarkable, in that God would choose to save Noah by so unusual a means as an ark that would float on the very waters of destruction. Noah might have thought: if the Lord will save me, He will either take me up to heaven as He did Enoch not long before, or He will have me build a shelter on top of the highest mountain. But the Lord would save him by neither of these means — only by an ark. This displayed God's power, which would save him by a means that seemed more likely to destroy him. For Noah would have to lie and float in the midst of the waters, yet be saved from those same waters. The ark would save him — yet by all reason, if the storms had driven it against hard rocks and mountains, or against the great fortresses and houses of the mighty giants, it would have been shattered to pieces. And so it would have been, had not God Himself been the Master and Pilot of that voyage.

    And second, God's wisdom shone clearly in this means. God intended Noah to be saved in a way the world could witness — not by being taken secretly to heaven or into the air, where it could not be seen, but in an ark floating on the waters. This way, all the wicked people, as they were dying in the water or awaiting death on the hilltops, would be able to see him living and being saved — adding to their torment and shame, who had refused to believe God's word as he had. For just as the wicked in hell are tormented by seeing the righteous in the joys of heaven, so doubtless the wicked of that age were tormented to see Noah saved before their eyes. Seeing God's power and wisdom in all of this, Noah gave great reverence to God's majesty.

    This should work no less in the hearts of all true-hearted Christians. Did not the Lord restore and establish the Gospel to our nation by a child and then by a woman — and in her time when all other princes were against her, contrary to every expectation of worldly wisdom? And did not God in our recent deliverance overthrow our enemies, not so much by human power as by His own hand? Did He not fight from heaven? Did not the stars and the winds in their courses fight against that Sisera of Spain? Let us therefore, like blessed Noah, stand amazed at God's mercies, and with reverence and fear magnify His great and glorious name.

    And so we have the three motivations that produced reverence in Noah: first, contemplation of God's great judgment on the sinful world; second, contemplation of His great mercy in saving him; and third, contemplation of His admirable power and wisdom displayed in both the judgment and the mercy.

    So much for the first effect. The next follows: He prepared the ark.

    The second effect of Noah's faith, through which it is commended, is that, having received God's command, he built and prepared an ark in which to save himself and his family. Much could be said about this ark from the book of Genesis, but that is not our purpose here. Our only task in this chapter is to show the obedience and practice of faith, and through that to show its excellence. The point to address here is not the materials, the dimensions, the proportions, the design, or the purposes of the ark — all of which are fully described in Genesis 6. What matters here is Noah's action and obedience in preparing it as God commanded, of which the Holy Spirit says in Genesis 6:22: "Thus Noah did; according to all that God had commanded him, so he did."

    In this action of Noah's faith, several points of great importance deserve consideration.

    First, why did God command Noah to build an ark 120 years before the flood, when it could have been built in three or four years?

    The answer is that God had various reasons, some concerning the sinful world — such as giving them more time and more warnings to repent, for every stroke of the ark during those 120 years was a loud sermon of repentance to them. Also, to leave them without excuse if they did not change; and finally, that their wickedness might be complete and their sins fully ripe for judgment. But we will not discuss these reasons, since they do not concern Noah himself, and it is Noah's faith we are here examining. Let us therefore address only those reasons that relate to Noah. For his sake, God did this to test his faith and patience, and to exercise other graces of holiness in him. This is how God always deals with His servants — He puts them through many unusual trials in this world. He led the Israelites through the deserts of Arabia for forty years, when a person could travel from Rameses in Egypt to any part of Canaan in forty days. This God did "to humble you and to test you, to know what was in your heart" (Deuteronomy 8:2).

    God promised Abraham a son "in whom all the nations of the earth would be blessed" (Genesis 12:3), but did not fulfill it until thirty years later (Genesis 21:2). He gave David the kingdom of Israel and had Samuel anoint him (1 Samuel 16:13), but David did not attain it until many years afterward. In the meantime, Saul pursued and hunted him "like a flea" and "like a partridge in the mountains" (1 Samuel 24:14; 26:20). God exercised David through this and other promises, as David himself says: "I waited patiently for the Lord" (Psalm 40:1); and "My eyes fail with longing for Your word; when will You comfort me?" (Psalm 119:82). God dealt with them this way, and in some measure deals the same way with all His children — to humble them, test them, and know what is in their hearts. For in these situations people always show their true character. When people have everything they want and wish for, who cannot make an impressive profession of faith? But when people are long delayed, kept from what was promised and expected, and repeatedly disappointed in their expectations — then they show themselves as they truly are.

    And as God dealt with them, He will in some way do the same with us. If we are His servants, He will at some point in our lives lay upon us an affliction that tests us — our faith, our patience, and our humility. For if we are hypocrites with no genuine graces but only the appearance of them, this will expose us. But if we have true and sound faith and patience, this testing will make them shine like pearls in their full and perfect beauty.

    Second, as God commanded Noah to build the ark so long before any need for it, Noah did so without hesitation or objection. The account in Genesis records: "He did according to all that God commanded him." And the Holy Spirit says here: being warned by God, he prepared the ark by faith. This teaches us that where true faith exists, true obedience to every command of God follows. A godly, believing person no sooner hears any duty commanded by God than his soul and conscience feels bound to obey. This is the nature of true faith. It is as impossible for it to be otherwise as it is for fire with fuel not to burn. "Faith purifies the heart" (Acts 15:9) — specifically from careless disobedience to God's word. If faith purifies from any corruption at all, it especially purifies from this one, because careless disobedience is most directly opposed to the purity of true faith.

    This being so, what we observe around us reveals not a fault in our religion — as Roman Catholics slander us — but the absence of it, and the absence of true faith in the world. There is almost no obedience to God's commandments. Muslims and Jews do not acknowledge the Scriptures. Roman Catholics have set aside God's commandments to establish their own. And few Protestants have any felt sense of the power of true religion — most have nothing but a bare profession. But it is a felt experience of that power that produces genuine obedience. And we see plainly that people do not obey God's commandments. God says: "Do not take My name in vain; keep My Sabbath." How many people are there who fear to break these? Far more people mock those who try to keep them than there are careful, conscientious keepers of them. How truly Christ said: "When the Son of Man comes, will He find faith on earth?" It is possible these are the very days we must watch for His return — for widespread disobedience reveals widespread lack of faith.

    But Noah's obedience deserves closer examination, for it was exceptional and extraordinary. There were many obstacles that might have stopped him and persuaded him never to begin building the ark.

    First, the sheer size of the ark — amounting to many thousands of cubits — was a work of enormous labor and great expense.

    Then there was the length of the work — 120 years. It is tiresome and difficult by nature to be constantly working and never to be finished.

    Third, the building of it was a great source of mockery to the world. It implied two things: first, that the entire world would be destroyed; and second, that Noah and his family would be saved. The worldly-wise people of that wicked age ridiculed him loudly for thinking the whole world would perish — and even more for imagining that he and his family would be delivered when all others perished.

    Finally, building the ark was deeply offensive to natural feeling and reason in many ways.

    First, that all the world should be destroyed seemed impossible, because nothing like it had ever happened before.

    Second, it seemed unlikely that God's mercy would be so entirely swallowed up by His justice.

    Third, they would have to live in the ark like a sealed prison — without the comfort of light or fresh air, among all kinds of animals, and for an unknown length of time. Reason would say: better to die among other people than to live among animals; better to die as a free man than to live as a prisoner; better to die with company than to live in isolation. Reason might also say: if God intended to save him, He could have used other means — easier, more direct, and safer than this. Therefore his deliverance was doubtful. And finally, reason might say: I could make myself a spectacle of mockery to the world for 120 years, and then perhaps God might change His plan and the flood never come. Or if it does come, and I enter the ark and it strikes the mountains and is shattered, I perish along with everyone else despite all my labor — making my situation the worst of all. Better to leave it and take my chances with the rest of the world.

    These and many such natural objections no doubt came into his mind and stood as obstacles to his faith. But see the power of true faith in the heart of a holy person: it rises above all doubts and breaks through all difficulties to obey the will and word of God. It gives a person wings with which to fly over all worldly objections. We see this here in Noah, and will see it just as clearly later in Abraham and other holy people.

    The practical lesson here exposes the weakness of many people's faith. When the teachings of the Gospel agree with our natural desires, or seem reasonable to us, we formally obey. But when the Gospel crosses our desires, goes beyond our reason, or challenges our natural inclinations, we resist it, question it, take offense at it, and withhold our obedience. What is missing here is the faith of Noah, which carried him beyond natural boundaries and the reach of reason, and made him believe and do what neither nature could approve, reason could endorse, nor his natural feelings could welcome. Let us therefore learn to practice true faith by immediately believing what God says to us, without consulting our instincts or entertaining the objections of flesh and blood. In times past, God threatened the overthrow of the great empires of the Assyrians, Chaldeans, Persians, Greeks, and Romans. Reason doubted how such a thing could be — but faith believed it, and it happened. In later times, God threatened the fall of the abbeys and the scattering of the monks for their wickedness. It seemed impossible to reason, yet faith in some believed it, and it came to pass.

    God now threatens the ruin of Babylon, the full exposure of the Antichrist, and the overthrow of the newly invented hierarchy of the Jesuits, who shine so brightly in worldly glory and outward strength. This seems difficult to accomplish — but let faith believe it, for it is God's word and will be fulfilled in His time. God has said that our bodies will rise again — these very bodies that are burned to ashes, eaten by beasts or fish, or turned to dust in the earth. This is a wonder to nature and an astonishment to reason — but faith believes it and will find it true, for God has said it.

    God says that Christ is truly and really present in the Sacrament to the soul of a Christian. The physical senses deny this, and natural reason cannot understand how — asking like the people of Capernaum, "How can He give us His flesh to eat?" But faith believes it and knows how, even though it cannot be expressed in terms of outward sense. It was a holy and beautiful answer given by certain holy martyrs who were asked how Christ could be eaten in the Sacrament without teeth. They replied: "My faith knows how." God says that wicked people, however much they flourish, are miserable — and that good people are blessed above all others. Reason and worldly experience say this is false, but true faith believes it and finds it to be true. No child of God has ever wanted to trade his condition for that of the mightiest or wealthiest wicked person in the world. God says: "He who will follow Christ must deny himself" — his own desires — and follow Christ through bitterness and suffering. Nature says: "This is a hard lesson — who can bear it?" But faith believes it, yields to it, and strives to practice it, because God has commanded it. Such is the power and excellence of true faith.

    Fourth and finally, from this action and obedience of Noah, mark a special lesson. God had revealed to him that He would save him and his family, and had assured him he would not perish. Yet for all this, Noah made the ark. This shows that Noah, though he knew God would save him, was convinced he must use the means God appointed — or he would not be saved. He might have reasoned: God has said and bound Himself by covenant that He will save me. Even if I do not build the ark, His word is His word and He will stand by it. His will cannot be altered. Though I fail to do my part, He will still do His. Therefore I will spare myself the labor and cost of building the ark — especially since it is such a source of mockery and seems so foolish to reason. But Noah's thinking was different. He would not separate God's word from the means God appointed. He trusted God's word for his safety — but not God's bare word without the means.

    From this we learn that even a person who is certain of his salvation is still required to use the means of salvation. This is true not only when that certainty comes through faith, but even if a person had been assured directly by God through immediate revelation. For if God were to say to someone by name, "You will be saved," it would be no more than what was said here to Noah regarding his deliverance. God said to him: "I will destroy all flesh, but with you I will establish My covenant — you will be delivered." Yet for all that, Noah judged that if he did not use the means, if he did not build the ark, he had no reason to expect deliverance. This was Noah's theology.

    This stands in direct contrast to the theology and practice of some in this age, who say: "If I am to be saved, I may live however I please. And even if I live however I please, as long as I can say 'Lord, have mercy on me' in the end, I am safe enough." But Noah would not even trust his body to such thinking — while these people are so presumptuous as to trust their souls to it. Let such people be assured: in God's plan, the end and the means are bound together. Let no one separate what God has joined. Whoever does should expect no more salvation for failing to use the means than Noah would have expected safety for failing to build the ark. And so we see the second effect of his faith. What follows next: to the saving of his household.

    This second effect — his preparing the ark — is further explained by a specific account of the purposes for which the ark was made, both in God's commanding and Noah's obeying.

    - 1. By it he saved his household. - 2. By it he condemned the world.

    The first purpose that both God had in commanding and Noah had in building the ark was the saving of his household — that is, himself and all who belonged to him: his wife, his three sons, and their wives (Genesis 7:7).

    But first it may seem remarkable how this ark could save him and his household in such a universal destruction. It was a great and massive vessel resembling a ship — yet so unlike a ship that it is better called an ark. It had to float above the water while carrying an enormous weight, yet with no anchor to hold it, no mast to balance it, no rudder to steer it, and no captain to operate it. For Noah was partly a farmer and partly a preacher. Though he was a learned man, the art of sailing had not yet been developed. By every reasonable expectation, the ark would have been driven against rocks and mountains by the violence of the storms and split into pieces. Yet for all that, it saved him — even when heaven and earth seemed to run together in the fury of the rain, it saved him and his. How did this happen? Because God's providence and His hand were upon it. He was the Master and the Helmsman. Just as God Himself shut the door of the ark upon Noah after he had entered and sealed it so that no water could come in (something Noah himself could never have done) as Genesis 7:16 records — so doubtless the same God who condescended to be his doorkeeper was also his keeper, preserver, and the Master of the ark throughout that voyage. That is why the ark saved him — something that by natural reasoning it never could have done.

    Here we learn, first, God's special and extraordinary presence and providence over His children in great distress and danger. His providence extends over all His works, for He forgets nothing He has made. But the special eye of His providence watches over His children — as a head of a household has an eye on even his lowliest servants and even his livestock, but his night and day care is for his children. And as God watches over all His children always, His providence shows itself most powerfully when they are in the deepest dangers or most lacking any natural help. When Daniel was thrown into the lions' den, God was there with him and shut the lions' mouths (Daniel 6:22). When the three young men were thrown into the fiery furnace, God was with them and took away the fire's natural power (Daniel 3:27). When the Israelites had to cross the sea or die, God was with them and made the sea give way, standing like two walls on either side (Exodus 14:22). When they wandered through the dangerous and barren wilderness, Christ was with them and cared for them with continual comfort and assistance (1 Corinthians 10:4). And so when Noah had to enter the ark and have the door sealed behind him — his situation seemed desperate. He could not do it himself, for the door was so massive that elephants and camels had to pass through it, and even if he could pull it shut, he could never have sealed it against the water from the inside. Nor would anyone from that wicked world do it for him — they owed him no such love or service, but had mocked and laughed at him: first for building the ark, and now for entering it while having no way to seal it shut. What could he do? He could not do it himself, and no one else would. God Himself, with His own hand, shut it for him. And afterward, when he was inside with no anchor, no rudder, no pilot, no captain, in danger of being hurled against rocks and shattered against the hills — God Himself was with him and was everything he needed. The eye of His love and the hand of His power were over him, and so the ark saved him and his household. Such is God's providence over His people when they are in the deepest distress and most cut off from all worldly help.

    The practical lesson from this doctrine brings comfort to God's children. Just as they are certain that strange calamities will fall upon them, they are equally certain of God's special care for them even in their greatest extremities. God's children, who serve Him in true obedience of faith, may always assure themselves that the Lord never forgets or forsakes them in any trouble. He will always be ready with His merciful hand to defend them from danger, to provide for them in need, and to comfort them in distress when they have no idea how to help themselves. Elisha had an army sent against him to capture him. How could one man escape a whole army? His servant cried: "Alas, my master! What shall we do?" Elisha answered him and told him not to fear — there were more on his side than against him. That is, more angels — though unseen — fighting for him than there were soldiers in the enemy army. So when no one would shut the door for Noah, there were angels enough sent from God to do it for him. And when all the wicked people hoped he would perish with the ark he had built, assuring themselves he would be destroyed without the kind of help a ship requires — God's holy angels, or rather God Himself, supplied every need. And so while they perished, they saw him and his household saved by that ark. God's care over His church and children is no less today. Though He no longer works visible miracles for them, they feel and find that He is often mighty and wonderful in preserving them, providing for them, assisting them, and comforting them — and they know that without that providence they would have been destroyed.

    Furthermore, since God Himself condescended to be the Master and Pilot of the ark in Noah's danger, so that it might save him and his household, we learn here the antiquity and dignity of the trade of mariners, sailors, and ship captains. Its antiquity: this calling is as old as Noah himself — as old as this second world, some four thousand years. Its dignity is great, for God Himself was both its first originator and its first practitioner. He was its originator: Noah did not design this ark from his own imagination, but was warned by God to make it. And God was its first practitioner: God Himself performed all the duties of a master mariner for Noah in the ark — without which it never could have saved him.

    This being so, it is all the more grievous to see that honorable calling so abused and degraded as it is — the majority of those who practice it being irreverent, ungodly, and dissolute. Such men should remember: God made the first ship, and God was the first master, the first mariner, the first pilot, the first captain of a vessel. They should strive to be like Him. This is one of the very few callings that can say God Himself was its first designer and practitioner. Not every calling can say this. Why then should those who hold this calling so completely forget whose footsteps they follow? At sea and in danger, they may make some show of religion. But let them come ashore — what swearing, what immorality, what drunkenness is found among them. Let them be afraid to live so irreverently in a role that God Himself once held — or else let them know they are unworthy of so honorable a calling.

    And so we see the reason and the means by which the ark was able to save him and his household: because God Himself guided it.

    Next, observe the purpose and use of the ark. It was to save this holy man and his household. Learn from this that God's servants have safety in common calamities, for God Himself provides them security and deliverance. This has always been so. When God proceeded in judgment against Jerusalem for its sins, He marked the godly on their foreheads — those who mourned and cried out over the abominations committed against God (Ezekiel 9:4).

    When Sodom was to be destroyed, righteous Lot and his family had to be brought out first — the angel could do nothing until Lot was safe (Genesis 19:16, 22). When the destroying angel passed over Egypt and struck down the firstborn in every Egyptian household — with the Israelites living among them — he passed over all the Israelites whose doors were sprinkled with the blood of the Passover lamb (Exodus 12:13). In the same way, no calamity can harm the person whose heart and soul is sprinkled with the blood of Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God. When others are struck, he will be delivered.

    The practical lesson applies to our church and nation. By God's mercy we have long enjoyed peace and the Gospel, both under a gracious government, along with many other blessings. But tell the truth, and the sins of our time cry out for a flood, as in Noah's day. A flood of trouble must surely come in some form. This has always been the pattern for God's church: now peace, now persecution. Peace that is abused brings trouble and calamity. Therefore, having enjoyed so long a season of peace and ease, we must certainly expect a flood. What form it will take, or when it will come, no one knows — only He who will send it: the righteous and almighty God. What then shall we do when the flood of tribulation comes upon us? There is only one way. Believe in Christ Jesus. Settle your heart in true faith. Repent of your sins. Obtain God's favor and forgiveness. Then when the flood comes, God's providence will provide you, in one way or another, with an ark of safety and deliverance. Sprinkle your soul now with Christ's blood through faith and true repentance, and the destroying angel of God's wrath will pass over you and your household.

    Third, observe the generosity of God's goodness. Not only Noah will be saved — his entire household with him. Why did the Lord do this? There are several reasons:

    First, for the propagation and increase of the world after the flood. If someone objects that Noah and his wife would have been sufficient for this — the answer is that they were old. He was 600 years old when the flood came, and although he lived 350 years after it (Genesis 9:28), we read of no children born to him afterward. If someone further objects: the first world was begun and populated by just two people, Adam and Eve — why then were more needed for the beginning of the second world? The answer is that God began with two to show that all mankind comes from one blood (Acts 17:26), and that in terms of physical origin there is no fundamental difference between one person and another. This principle was also preserved in the second beginning — for though the world was repopulated by three brothers, Shem, Ham, and Japheth, those three were not unrelated strangers but all sons of one man, Noah. So just as all humanity descended from Adam and Eve at first, all humans after the flood descended from Noah and his wife. But for the beginning of the second world, more than one line of descent was needed, because by now the promised seed had been foretold — and His family line had to be kept distinct from all others until His incarnation. Moreover, there was greater urgency to repopulate the earth quickly now than there had been at the beginning. When the first curse fell, the earth still retained much of its beauty and remained a pleasant and delightful home for Adam and Eve. But with the second curse — the flood — all that beauty was gone, and the earth and all its glory was overrun, ruined, and defaced. Noah and his wife alone would have found it a miserable place to live. Further, the earth, having been so badly damaged by the flood and most of its productive capacity depleted, now needed more hands to restore it. To this end, Scripture says in Genesis 9:19 and 10:32 that the earth was divided among Noah's three sons, and they spread out across it rather than all living in one place. Also, to prevent the animals — which were now numerous — from overrunning the world, God wanted the earth repopulated quickly. For this reason Noah and his wife brought into the ark not household servants but only those who would bear children: their three sons and their wives. And so the multiplication of mankind is the first reason God saved Noah's children.

    The second reason: it is likely that just as Noah himself was a righteous man, so those in his household were more orderly and godly than others in that wicked age. Good men make it their concern to teach their families, as Abraham did (Genesis 18:19). Since Noah is commended as a just and good man, it can be assumed that he carefully instructed his household — and therefore that all or most of them were holy, righteous people who feared God.

    Third, even if not all of them were righteous, they were all part of the household of righteous Noah — and for his sake they were saved, since all were either his children or his children's wives. A righteous man brings blessings not only on himself but on all who belong to him, dwell with him, or are in his company. At Abraham's request, if there had been but ten righteous people in Sodom, all would have been spared for their sakes (Genesis 18:32). When Joseph lived in Egypt, all of Potiphar's household — even though Potiphar was a pagan — was blessed for Joseph's sake (Genesis 39:5). When Lot was delivered from Sodom's destruction, the angels asked him, "Have you any other relatives here?" that they might have been saved for his sake (Genesis 19:12). When Paul and 276 others were shipwrecked and in immediate danger of drowning, God saved Paul — and for his sake all the rest. "God has granted you all those who are sailing with you" (Acts 27:24). And so here Noah's children and their wives are spared for Noah's sake.

    Let this encourage everyone to serve God in truth and integrity. By doing so, they will make not only themselves blessed, but will bring down God's blessing on their households, their children, and their descendants. Indeed, the very places where they live and the people around them will be better off because of them. And so we see the reasons why not only Noah, but his entire household, was saved.

    In the fourth place, observe that the Holy Spirit says Noah built the ark not for the saving of himself, but of his household. This is said for two reasons:

    First, to show that Noah, though he was the head and leader, was still one of the household — for the word household includes him. Masters and fathers, though they are governors, must think of themselves as members of the household. When they see themselves as members of the body rather than simply its rulers, they will take better care of it.

    Second, to teach us the care Noah had for his family — so great that he built the ark specifically to save them. Here is an example of a worthy head of household — and yet all of this was merely for a physical deliverance from a physical death. Now if he was so careful about their bodily safety, how much more careful must he have been to save them from hell and damnation — which he knew to be an eternal destruction of both soul and body. Therefore, just as he was a diligent preacher of righteousness to that sinful world, he was above all a diligent preacher, intercessor, and teacher within his own family, so that he might make them God's servants and deliver them from the eternal fire of hell.

    Noah's example is to be a pattern for all parents and heads of households, teaching them to care not only for the physical well-being of their families, but especially for their souls and spiritual welfare. If they are bound by every bond of nature and religion to provide for the bodies of their children, reason shows how much more strictly they are required to look after their souls. Paul says: "If anyone does not provide for his own, and especially for those of his household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever" (1 Timothy 5:8) — and that is for physical things. Then what of one who provides nothing for their souls? Such a person's condition is extremely dangerous. So when you have provided food, clothing, a calling, marriage, a home, and a livelihood for your child — do not think you are finished and may let them go. The world may receive such a parent as a provider. But God will not. No — the greater duty still remains. You must provide for their souls, so that they may know God and fear His name. You must, like Abraham, teach your family to walk in the ways of God. "I have chosen him," God says of Abraham, "so that he may command his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord" (Genesis 18:19). And God will surely know all who do likewise. By doing this, people will make their homes houses of God, as Noah's was. It would go far better with our church and nation if people did so. Ministers in the church and justices in the land would have far less to do if heads of families would do their duty.

    But let us go further and look more closely at what this household was that was saved by the ark.

    First, it was a family of four men and four women — not men or women alone, but both, with equal numbers of each. God would have the two sexes to value and feel their need for one another. The first world began with one man and one woman. The second began with four men and four women — but always in equal proportion. Here too God taught men not to despise the other sex, though it is the weaker — for God saved as many women from the universal flood as He did men.

    Second, how many were there in all? Only eight people. Of the entire world, no more were saved. A sobering sight. See what sin can do. It can reduce many millions to eight people in a short time. See what it means to offend God. Let us not boast in our numbers, but glory in knowing and serving God. For if our sins cry out to Him against us, He can easily make us few enough.

    Third, who were these eight people? Not one servant among them all — only Noah and his wife, his three sons, and their wives. It is remarkable that none of Noah's servants were among them. Some think he had no servants, and that the simplicity of those days required none — that each person was his own servant. This view seems supported by Genesis 7:1, where God commands Noah: "Enter the ark, you and all your household." When they entered, only he, his wife, and his children are counted in verse 7 — and so these scholars conclude that Noah's household had no servants. But why could Noah not have had servants as Abraham and Lot did? Surely he had them. But here is a remarkable thing: Noah's own servants refused to believe his preaching. They chose to live loosely with the world and perish with it rather than live godly with their master and be saved with him. This has been and will always be true: in a wicked age or wicked place, a godly master may not be able to govern his own servants. The tide of common wickedness and the bad examples of others pulls them away from obedience. They readily say: we will not be treated harder than other people's servants; we will not be bound to strict hours and so many religious exercises; we will do as others do. This is what Noah's servants did — and they perished with the world. So hard is it for a good man to have godly servants in times or places where wickedness holds sway.

    And so we have seen in some measure how the ark saved Noah and his household, and what that household was.

    Now beyond this end and use of the ark, we should know that while saving them from physical death was a physical deliverance, the ark also had a spiritual use that we must not overlook. For as many of Noah's family as were true believers, the ark was also a means of saving their souls — for it taught them many things.

    First, it was an assurance of God's love for their souls. For if He was so careful to save their bodies from the flood, they could assure themselves He would be equally good to their souls, which they knew to be far more precious and excellent.

    Second, it showed them the way of salvation. Just as they saw no safety and nothing but certain death outside the ark, it taught them that outside God's church and outside His favor, no salvation could be expected. And so it taught them to strive to be in God's favor and to be members of His true church.

    Third, they saw that they were saved from the flood through faith and obedience. First, Noah believed God's word that the flood would come. Then he obeyed God's command and built the ark as he was instructed. And so he and his household were saved through the ark by believing and obeying. Without these, the ark could not have saved them. This taught them more specifically how to be saved — by believing God and obeying God, and in no other way. For when they saw that their bodies could not be saved without faith and obedience, they were assured that their souls could far less be saved without them.

    Finally, this deliverance through the ark was a pledge from God, assuring them of salvation if they believed in the Messiah. For since God so fully kept His promise to them for their physical deliverance when they believed, they could assure themselves He would also keep His promise of salvation upon their faith and true obedience. Moreover, it strengthened their faith. Whenever God made a promise to them afterward, or any word from God came to them, they remembered God's mercy and faithfulness in their deliverance by the ark — and so they believed.

    To these and many other spiritual uses the ark served Noah and his household, as many of them as were believers.

    But what does this mean for us? The ark served them for a physical deliverance and saved their lives — they had good reason to draw spiritual lessons from it. But it did not save us and served no physical purpose for us. How then can we make any spiritual use of it?

    The answer is: though we had no physical use of the ark, an excellent spiritual lesson still arises from considering it.

    Noah's ark and our baptism are corresponding figures — what Noah's ark was to them, baptism is to us. This is Peter's teaching in 1 Peter 3:20-21: "The ark corresponds to baptism, which now saves you." What Paul here attributes to the ark, Peter attributes to baptism. The ark saved them; baptism saves us. This resemblance between these two figures has two aspects.

    First, just as it was necessary for all who would be saved from the flood to be inside the ark — with no possibility of escape outside it — so also, for those who want their souls saved, they must be in Christ and part of His church. They must be spiritual members of Christ and visible members of His church. Outside Christ and His church, there is no possibility of salvation. Peter proves this clearly in Acts 4:12: "There is salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under heaven that has been given among men by which we must be saved."

    And Peter proves the necessity of the church in Acts 2:47: "The Lord was adding to their number day by day those who were being saved." See how those who are to be saved must join themselves to the church when they find where it is. And all of this is signified and taught in baptism. The outward use of baptism makes us members of the visible church, and the inward and powerful use of baptism makes us members of Christ Himself.

    Considering this should make us all more careful to be true members of Christ and His church — not merely by making a bare profession of religion, but by seeking to be united to Christ through faith and true repentance. For this is what will save us when nothing else can. Those outside the ark could not buy their safety with gold or silver, land or possessions, houses or buildings, hills or mountains — nothing in the world, not the whole world itself, could save them. Being outside the ark, they perished. Likewise, if a person is outside Christ and outside His church, no gold or silver, no honor or glory, no cleverness or strategy, no reputation or authority, no friend or favor, no wisdom or learning, no hills of happiness or mountains of gold can save his soul. He must perish in the flood of God's eternal wrath. For just as it proved foolish for those who trusted in their tall houses or clung to hilltops to do so while being outside the ark, it will prove far greater folly for those who trust in any means of salvation while being outside Christ. And on the other hand: those inside the ark were certain to be saved no matter what the waters, winds, weather, storms, and tempests did. The higher the waters rose, the higher the ark rose too — always above them. The higher the violence of the waters carried it, the safer it was from rocks and hills. And so in the midst of danger they were out of danger, saved in the midst of the water. Likewise, once a person is truly in Christ, his salvation is certain — nothing can prevent it. Floods of calamity may attack and humble him, but they cannot harm his salvation. He is in the ark; he is in Christ. The very gates of hell cannot overthrow him. Through all the waves of the devil's hatred and all the storms of temptation, the blessed ark of Christ's love and merits will carry him up and at last bring him safely to salvation. This is the blessed assurance of all who are truly baptized into Christ. But those who, through irreverence, either do not care to be in Christ or despise baptism — let them be assured: they are outside the ark, and they will certainly perish. This is the first aspect of the resemblance.

    The second aspect is this: when Noah's body entered the ark, it was as if he were a dead man entering a grave or tomb to be buried. He was buried in the ark, the ark was buried in the waters, and he was cut off from fresh air and daylight. Yet by God's appointment, the very thing that seemed to be his tomb was the means of his salvation. If Noah was going to be saved, he had to go into this grave. In the same way, those who want to escape hell and damnation through Christ — the true ark of holiness — must be buried and have their flesh and fleshly desires put to death. There is no path to eternal life except through this. Your soul cannot live while your sins — the old nature, that is, your corrupt desires — are alive. They must die and be buried, and then your soul lives. While they live, your soul is dead and far from the life of grace that is in Christ Jesus. All of this is set out fully in Romans 6:3-4, where we see clearly that we must through baptism die with Christ and be buried with Him — otherwise we cannot be saved by Him. Our corrupt desires and sins — the old nature — must die and be buried, so that the new nature, that is, the grace and holiness of Christ, may live in us and give life to our souls. He who does not die in this way never truly lives. He who is not buried in this way never rises to true life. Mortification of sin is therefore the road to heaven, and death is the way to eternal life. He who is not mortified in his corrupt desires should never expect to be made alive with grace or glory.

    If this is so, we can see what a miserable world we live in — one where mortification of sin is largely unknown, and few people can even explain what it means. Grace is dying, holiness is mortified, and I fear it is being buried as well — while the old nature reigns. Corruption is alive and sin is flourishing. What is common is the mortifying of Christ by our sins — but the mortifying of sin is rarely seen. Christ is in a sense betrayed, crucified, and killed by the sins of people. What a dreadful reversal: Christ should live in us, yet we work to crucify Him again. Sin should be crucified, yet it lives in us. But if we want Christ to save us, we must put to death the body of our sin. He who wants to live when he is dead must die while he is alive. And he who wants to be saved through his baptism must see that baptism works this effect in him: to make him die and be buried with Christ, so that afterward he may rise and reign with Christ. Then baptism will save us, as the ark saved faithful Noah and his household. And so much for the first purpose and use of the ark. The second follows.

    By which he condemned the world.


    Here is the second purpose for which Noah prepared the ark: the condemnation of the world that then existed. By the ark — not by his faith, as some would read it — he condemned that wicked generation, both to a physical destruction of their bodies and to eternal judgment in hell.

    In these words, two points deserve consideration.

    - 1. Who are condemned? The world. - 2. By what means? By Noah's ark.

    Regarding the first: what is meant by the world? Peter answers in 2 Peter 2:5: the world of the ungodly — that generation of sinful people who lived in Noah's day, whom Peter also calls, in his first letter (1 Peter 3:20), disobedient. Their specific sins are recorded by Moses in Genesis 6:4-5 as: monstrous abuse of holy marriage, unnatural lusts, cruelties and oppressions, a complete neglect of God's service and Sabbath, and extreme irreverence and moral dissolution of every kind. This corruption was not private or personal but universal — spreading through every class, both sexes, and all ages. This world of the ungodly — this entire race of wicked and disobedient people — was condemned. But how was this world condemned by Noah? God gave them 120 years to repent and appointed Noah to preach to them throughout that time, calling them to repentance. But they did not believe God or Noah, and continued in their disobedience and grew in their wickedness. Therefore, when that time expired, God fulfilled His word as spoken by Noah, brought the flood upon them, destroyed them all, and condemned to hell all who died in impenitence and unbelief. And so that wicked world was condemned exactly as Noah had foretold in his preaching.

    From this we may learn:

    First, what this present age has to expect, unless there is repentance. Speaking of our own nation: have we not had the Gospel for thirty years and more — and with it peace and great prosperity? Have we not been given a generous time to repent? What is our duty but to acknowledge with reverence this goodness of God, to seize this merciful opportunity — this time of grace and this day of salvation? If we do not, and treat the Gospel as nothing, what can we expect but to be condemned as that world was? Look at the means and opportunities that these days provide — they are as golden as any since Christ's day, and as any that can be expected until His return. But look at the irreverence, the carnality, and the carelessness of this age across all of Christendom — and it is the iron age, the evil days. And so evil that nothing can be expected but a river of burning sulfur and a flood of fire to purge it.

    "The coming of the Son of Man" — which I take to be these days — "will be just like the days of Noah" (Matthew 24:37). And surely in carelessness and irreverence these days are like Noah's days. Therefore in all reason the punishment must be similar too. We must take warning from them and shake off this complacency that fills every person's heart. We must wait for the Lord in watchfulness and prayer, and think that every day may be the last day of this world — or at least the last day of our lives. Let us prepare for it and live in expectation of it. Otherwise, if our sinfulness continues to grow, nothing can be expected but condemnation in a universal judgment, as that world experienced. Let us therefore take up a more serious service of God, so that the Lord, when He comes, may find us so doing.

    Second, since the entire world of that time was thus destroyed and condemned — and as we heard before, only Noah and his household were saved — we learn that it is neither good nor safe to follow the majority. Noah stood alone, holding and believing against all the world. Yet his judgment and his belief were true, and the whole world's were false. Accordingly, he was saved while they were all condemned.

    It is remarkable, therefore, that the Church of Rome places so much weight on numbers and the multitude as evidence for its religion, since this has always been and always will be a weak argument. If numbers could ever have carried the argument, it would have been in Noah's case, where one might have said to him: "Who are you to claim to be wiser than all men? To know more than the entire world? You who have a faith all by yourself, with no one to stand with you — do you really think that all the posterity of Adam, all the children of holy Enoch and Methuselah, are all deceived, and you alone are right?" Would not such objections have discouraged anyone? Yet see the power of faith. Noah had God's word on his side, and therefore believed against all the world — and is commended to all generations for this faith. It is therefore nothing but an empty flourish on the part of Roman Catholics to press us so hard with their numbers, universality, consensus, unity, succession, and continuity. All of this amounts to nothing unless they first prove that the doctrine or opinion held by these multitudes is grounded in God's word. Until then, all the rest is vanity. It is better, with Noah, to have God's plain word on your side than to believe otherwise with all the world — which was deceived here and condemned, while Noah alone believed God's word and was saved.

    And so we have seen who were condemned: the world. To close this point, one question may usefully be raised here:

    Was all the world — that is, every person in that world — condemned? The text seems to imply that all but Noah were. And yet it may seem strange that of so many millions not one repented except him. And if some of them did repent, why were they not saved? The answer is that the world of that wicked age was condemned in two ways:

    First, with a physical destruction — and in this way all were condemned without exception. No tall houses, no hills, no human devices could save them. The waters rose fifteen cubits above the tops of the highest mountains under heaven (Genesis 7:20). So though many of them survived temporarily by fleeing to the hills, when even that last refuge was taken from them, all flesh that moved on the earth perished — every person and every creature that had the breath of life. So the account tells us in Genesis 7:21-22. It is pointless to imagine that any of them could have survived by clinging to the outside of the ark. First, the ark was most likely designed with a ridge along the top that no one could stand on — let alone hold onto in the violent tossing of the storms. And even if they could, they could not have survived for so long without food, since the waters were upon the earth for nearly a year. And so it is absolutely certain that all without exception were destroyed by physical death.

    But second, they were condemned to eternal destruction in hell. This is why Peter says in 1 Peter 3:18 that their spirits are now in prison — those who were disobedient in the days of Noah. Now the question is whether all of them were so condemned. The answer: as far as we can know with certainty from Scripture, they were all condemned. Yet in a spirit of charitable judgment, we should not necessarily think so. There are several probable reasons to think that some of them repented. However many refused to believe Noah, judging him to be speaking on his own authority — it is more than likely that when the rain began falling with extraordinary force, and at the latest when they found themselves driven to the hilltops expecting death at any moment, many of the descendants of Enoch, Methuselah, and Lamech were ashamed of their former unbelief and turned to God in faith and repentance. And this is almost certainly the main reason why God brought the flood over forty days when He could have done it in four hours — to give people time to repent (Genesis 7).

    But it will be asked: if any repented, why were they not saved? The answer: because they did not repent in time, when they were called through Noah's preaching. Repentance is never too late to save the soul from hell — but it may be too late to save the body from a physical judgment. This, I believe, is what we may safely hold. It seems too severe to condemn all the descendants of Methuselah, Enoch, Lamech, and other holy patriarchs — who, as the text says, "had sons and daughters" — and to think that none of them repented when they saw the flood actually coming, exactly as Noah had warned. It cannot be that they never heard their fathers preach. Why might that preaching not have taken effect on their hearts when the judgment finally arrived, even though it had not beforehand? But then why did God not record either their repentance or their salvation in Scripture, leaving the matter uncertain?

    The answer: for the very same reason He did not record Adam's or Solomon's repentance. In all these cases the purpose is to teach every generation to the end of the world how dreadful it is to disobey God's command, as Adam did — or to delay repentance when called by God's word, as these people did. Therefore, to warn us away from doing the same, God was pleased not to record their eventual repentance, if it occurred, but to leave it uncertain.

    This discussion of the question yields two powerful motivations to repentance.

    First, if we do not repent in time, our condition is serious and uncertain — though not beyond hope — as we see here: even the salvation of Methuselah's descendants is left uncertain, because they did not repent when called but delayed until the judgment came. So, if we delay our repentance until our deathbed, there is great doubt about our salvation. But if we repent when called by God's word, it is beyond question — there is no doubt of our salvation.

    Second, if we repent in time, we will escape the physical judgment God sends upon the world for sin. But if we delay repentance until the judgment arrives, we may still save our souls — but our bodies will perish in the universal judgment. If the children of Enoch and Methuselah, who were close relatives of Noah, had repented at Noah's preaching, they would have been saved with Noah. They did not. But when the flood actually came, they surely then believed as Noah had, and wished they were in the ark with him — but it was too late. They may have saved their souls, but they drowned with the rest. So also, when God threatens any judgment on a church or nation, those who believe and repent in time will escape it. But those who live carelessly with the world and do not repent until God begins to strike — even if they then turn, when the flood has already come — let them be assured that they will still bear their share of the punishment, just as they shared in the sins. Let these two considerations move us all to turn to God in timely repentance. Then we will be certain to escape both the eternal and the physical judgment, and not be condemned as this world of the ungodly was.

    And so we have seen who were condemned.

    The world.


    The second point is: by what means were they condemned? The text says only: by which he condemned, etc. Some would understand this to refer to faith and read it: by which faith he condemned the world. While this is true — the faith of holy people does condemn the unbelieving and misbelieving world — it is not the best reading in this particular passage, where the ark is being described by its two purposes. This is one of them. And beyond that, the Greek construction supports it, and nearly all interpreters refer it to the ark. Moreover, it stands to reason: the same thing that saved him and his household also condemned the world. The ark is said to have saved them — therefore by it he condemned the world. Nor does this diminish faith but rather commends it: for it was by faith that he built the ark, and that ark condemned the world. Now, by the ark Noah condemned the world in two ways: 1. By his obedience in building it. 2. By his preaching in building it.

    Regarding the first: God commanded Noah to build an ark so large and for such a purpose that by all natural reasoning no one would have done it. Yet Noah, by the power of his faith, believed God's word and obeyed, and therefore built the ark. This faith and obedience of Noah to God's command condemned the unbelieving and disobedient world and left them without excuse. As Christ says: the people of Nineveh, who repented at the preaching of Jonah, will rise in judgment against the Jews and condemn them, because they did not repent at Christ's preaching. And the Queen of Sheba, who came so far to hear Solomon, will condemn those who would not hear Christ (Matthew 12:41-42).

    In the same way, Noah's obedience condemned them. For Noah, having been told of a miraculous judgment and having believed it, and having been commanded to do something as seemingly unreasonable as building the ark and having obeyed — this condemned that wicked world, which refused to believe God's ordinary promises or obey His ordinary and holy commandments. And just as the saints are said to condemn the world (1 Corinthians 6:2) by being witnesses against them and endorsing God's just sentence — so Noah's deed and faith condemned that world. And so we can see clearly that the obedience and godly example of good people condemn the ungodly.

    The lesson from this should encourage everyone to embrace the Christian faith, and not be discouraged by the contempt or bad behavior of irreverent people who cannot abide the Gospel. He who walks in holiness and keeps a good conscience in the midst of a wicked generation — if his godliness does not overcome their evil and convert them, it will all the more expose their wickedness and condemn them. Our churches are full of mockers who drive many away from Christ and religion. But let them know: this will be the outcome — the obedience of those they despise and ridicule will be their condemnation. And so Noah, by his obedience in building the ark, condemned the world.

    Second, he also condemned it by his preaching as he built it. For the building of the ark was part of his prophetic ministry.

    The prophets preached in two ways: by words and by actions.

    Beyond their verbal preaching and declaration of God's word, they preached through their lives and actions — especially in those actions that were extraordinary. Such was Noah's building of the ark. It was a visual sermon. Every stroke upon the ark was a loud proclamation to the eyes and ears of that wicked world. By building it, he signified that some would be saved and the rest would drown — specifically, all who would believe and repent would be saved in it, and all who would not would be drowned outside it. Because they refused to believe this, the ark condemned them. From this we may learn:

    First, that a person may be a true and sincere minister, lawfully called by God and His church, and yet not turn many to God or bring many to repentance through his ministry. Noah was a prophet called directly by God, and yet in 120 years of preaching — both in word and in action — he could not turn a single person to faith and repentance. This is a sobering thing to consider: that neither his preaching nor his building of the ark turned even one of the descendants of Lamech, Methuselah, or Enoch to believe him. They all chose instead to be swept along in the general corruption of that wicked world rather than serve God with Noah. This was as discouraging a situation as any minister could face — yet this has been the lot of many holy prophets. Isaiah was sent to preach, knowing his message would harden hearts so that people might not be saved (Isaiah 6:10). Ezekiel was sent to speak to people who, God warned him in advance, would not listen or repent (Ezekiel 3:4-7). And when Paul himself preached to the Jews in Rome, some refused to believe (Acts 28:24). Nothing discourages a person more or weighs his heart down more than to see that his labors are not only fruitless but produce the opposite effect — that what was meant to save people has instead become the means of their deeper condemnation. Therefore, when their labors do bring people to God, ministers may greatly rejoice and consider those people, as Paul considered the Thessalonians, their crown, their joy, and their glory. But when their work does no good — as with Noah here — when people grow worse and worse, this must humble and abase ministers in themselves, and show them that the power and virtue are not in them but in God. Paul says to the ungodly and unrepentant among the Corinthians: "I am afraid that when I come again my God may humiliate me before you, and I may mourn over many of those who have sinned in the past." Surely nothing will humble a minister and give him cause for deep grief more than this — yet even then there remains genuine comfort and contentment for all godly and faithful teachers. For whether your ministry is the aroma of life to life or of death to death to your hearers, it is still to God a sweet aroma in Christ.

    Furthermore, we may learn here that those who are condemned before God receive their condemnation through the preaching of the word. "The secrets of all the world," says the apostle, "will be judged by Jesus Christ, according to the Gospel." And here the preaching of Noah — including his visual preaching through preparing the ark — condemns the world. Such is the power and force of the ministry of God's word upon all who resist it.

    This being so, it should teach everyone, when they come to hear God's word, to submit themselves to its power, to obey it, and to become repentant. Otherwise, every sermon a person hears becomes an indictment presented to God against him. At the last day, even if there were no devils to accuse — those indictments would both accuse and condemn him. This judgment begins in this life, as people's consciences often tell them, and is completed at the last day. There is no trifling with God's word: if it cannot save, it destroys. It is like fire — if it cannot soften, it hardens. Let all unrepentant people then take seriously the need to obey God's word. For if they abuse it now, it will be repaid to them both in this world and in the world to come. For just as the very same ark that saved Noah and his household condemned the world — so the same word of God, when believed and obeyed by godly people, is their salvation; but when disobeyed and rejected by ungodly people, it will be their condemnation.

    And so much for the two purposes for which Noah prepared the ark, and consequently for the second effect of Noah's faith.

    It follows: And was made heir of the righteousness which is by faith.

    Here is the third and final effect by which the excellence of Noah's faith is commended. It made him an heir — not merely an heir of the world, which he already was — but of something the world itself could not give: of righteousness, and the best kind of all — the righteousness which is by faith. These words relate to the testimony God gave of Noah in Genesis 6:9: "Noah was a righteous man, blameless in his time; Noah walked with God." What is stated there in general terms is here specifically explained: he was righteous — but how? He was righteous by the righteousness of faith. These words are a commentary on those.

    But because what is affirmed here of Noah is a most glorious thing — that his faith made him an heir (that is, made one who was already heir of all the earth into a far better heir) — these words deserve careful consideration. To understand them fully, three points must be addressed: 1. What is the righteousness spoken of here. 2. Why it is called the righteousness of faith, or by faith. 3. How Noah was made an heir of it by his faith.

    On the first point: the righteousness by which Noah and all holy people stand righteous before God is not a righteousness belonging to any nature on its own, but one specifically appointed by God for that purpose. To understand it more precisely, we must examine its various kinds.

    Righteousness is of two sorts: created and uncreated.

    Uncreated righteousness is what exists in God Himself — with no beginning or end, no means, and no measure. Of this the Psalm speaks: "Righteous are You, O Lord" (Psalm 119:137). This righteousness cannot make any person righteous, for two reasons.

    First, it is identical with the Godhead — it exists in God essentially. A person is one thing, and his righteousness is another. But God and His righteousness are one and the same. Therefore it is as impossible for any person to possess this righteousness as it is for that person to be God.

    Second, it is infinite, and a human soul is a finite creature — and therefore incapable of receiving anything infinite, including the immeasurable righteousness that belongs to the Godhead. This righteousness we must therefore leave to God as proper to the divine nature.

    Created righteousness is what God forms in rational creatures — in people and angels. We will not discuss the angels here, though theirs and humanity's were not greatly different in nature at the time of creation.

    The created righteousness of humanity is of two sorts: legal and evangelical.

    Legal righteousness is what the moral law prescribes.

    Evangelical righteousness is what the Gospel has revealed.

    Of legal righteousness, I find three kinds spoken of: 1. Perfect righteousness. 2. Civil righteousness. 3. Inward righteousness.

    Perfect legal righteousness is the complete fulfillment of the law in a person's own life. No living person will be justified before God by this, for no one since the fall of Adam has been able to perfectly fulfill the law. If anyone could, he would be righteous by it. But no one has, and no one ever can. Therefore no one can stand righteous before God on the basis of perfect legal righteousness in himself. Some will object: but a regenerate person can, for he has been restored by grace. Though Adam's fall disabled humanity, regeneration re-enables a person to perfectly fulfill the law.

    The answer: that would be true if regeneration were complete. But people are sanctified only in part in this life — it will not be perfect until death. The objection may be raised from 1 Thessalonians 5:23: "May your whole spirit and soul and body be preserved complete." If all three are sanctified, what remains unsanctified? Therefore our sanctification is perfect. The answer: it is perfect in extent — all parts are touched — but not in degree or measure. A child is a complete human being in that all the parts of a person are present — but no part is fully developed. In the same way, a child of God is sanctified in every part, but not to the full measure of any part, until flesh, mortality, and corruption come to an end.

    Second, someone may object: the Virgin Mary did not sin. The answer: the Church of Rome does teach that she never sinned — that her life was free from actual sin and her conception from original sin. But neither Scripture nor the true church of God teaches this. On the contrary, it is more than clear that she was a sinner. First, she herself says her soul rejoiced in God her Savior. But if she were not a sinner, she would have had no need of a Savior. Second, she died. But if she had not sinned, justice would not have required her to die — for death entered by sin, and where there is no sin, death is not owed. And so no person can be righteous before God through the perfect righteousness of the law in himself.

    Second, there is civil righteousness — when a person's outward conduct conforms to the law, especially to the commandments of the second table. For example: he refrains from the outward acts of murder, adultery, or theft. Or he controls his anger and keeps his passions from breaking out into open violence before others. And regarding the first table: he attends church and makes a profession of religion. All of this is civil righteousness, and by it no person can be justified or made righteous. First, it is not a perfect but a highly imperfect righteousness, and therefore cannot justify. It is so imperfect that it amounts to nothing in God's sight — it is merely outward, compelled, and performed obedience, lacking the inward and genuine obedience of the heart and soul.

    Second, it cannot make a person righteous, because wicked and unjustifiable people possess it too. Haman hated Mordecai in his heart — his heart boiled with malice against him — yet the account says he restrained himself until he came home (Esther 5:10). And Christ says: "Unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter the kingdom of heaven" (Matthew 5:20). Now what was their righteousness but an outward civil righteousness — keeping the law in external actions only? This is evident from what Christ does in the rest of that chapter, where He expounds the law and brings it back to its full and proper sense in the inward life. So we have still not found the righteousness that can make a person truly righteous.

    Third, there is what is called the inward righteousness of a Christian: when a person has repented and his sins have been forgiven, he is by the Holy Spirit sanctified inwardly in his soul and all its faculties. This sanctification is called inward righteousness. The Church of Rome says a person may be justified by this. But this is not so, as the following reasons show. First, this righteousness is imperfect in this life. The apostle proves this where he says: "We know in part" (1 Corinthians 13:12). Therefore our understanding is only partly regenerate. And as it is, so all other faculties of our soul are only partly regenerate — in all of them we are partly spirit and partly flesh (Galatians 5:17). Therefore, since our sanctification is imperfect, it cannot justify us. Moreover, this righteousness is mixed with sin and unrighteousness. From this mixture comes the conflict between the flesh and the Spirit, of which Paul speaks (Galatians 5:17): "These are in opposition to one another."

    If it is mixed with sin, it cannot make us righteous — nor can the works of grace that flow from it, though God in mercy rewards them. As James says, those works confirm our faith and demonstrate our righteousness before other people (James 2:21). But they cannot justify us before God's justice, nor will they stand as payment at the bar of the final judgment. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 4:4: "I am not aware of anything against myself, yet I am not justified by this." That is: he had conducted himself in his calling as an apostle and minister of the Gospel in such a way that he was not privately aware of any negligence in it. And yet he dares not stand on that to be justified by it. If he refuses to rest in it, who would dare lay hold of it? Furthermore, no person can do any perfectly good works unless he is perfectly just. How can perfection come from imperfection? But no person can be perfectly just in this sinful body, as was proved in the first reason. Therefore his works in this life cannot be of a quality to make him righteous.

    But someone may object: though our works have some defects, God's mercy accepts them as righteous and just — and therefore they may justify us. The answer: while God's mercy accepts them, His justice must also be satisfied. Since the works are imperfect, they cannot satisfy His justice, for God's infinite justice requires perfect satisfaction. As for our best works as we perform them — weigh them in the scales of God's justice, and they are so light they deserve condemnation. In God's mercy in Christ, however, their defects are covered, and they are counted as good works and rewarded. But we would be presuming upon God's mercy and abusing His justice if we imagined those works could deserve His mercy or justify us in His sight. So then, since legal righteousness fails us entirely, let us come to evangelical righteousness.

    Evangelical righteousness is what is revealed in the Gospel. It would never have been revealed if the righteousness of the law could have saved us. But since the law — not through any defect in the law itself, but through our own failure — could not save us, God in mercy provides another and better righteousness through the Gospel.

    Evangelical righteousness is the righteousness that is in Christ Jesus. His righteousness is what makes a person righteous before God. Now Christ was an extraordinary person, consisting of two natures: the Godhead and the manhood.

    And accordingly He has a double righteousness in His holy person.

    First, as He is God, He has in His nature the righteousness of God — which is uncreated and infinite, and therefore incommunicable. No one is, nor can be, righteous by it.

    Second, there is in Christ the righteousness of His humanity. Though this is finite and created, it surpasses all measure when compared to the righteousness of any person or angel. As John says in John 3, God did not give Him the Spirit by measure.

    This righteousness of Christ as man and Mediator consists of two things: 1. The purity of His nature. 2. The perfection of His obedience.

    The first aspect of our Mediator's righteousness is the holiness of His humanity — perfectly sanctified from the moment of His conception by the powerful operation of the Godhead. From this purity of nature flowed His obedience, which was as perfect as His nature was pure. A perfectly pure nature made a clear path to perfect obedience. Therefore, just as His conception was free from original sin, His entire life was free from the least actual sin.

    Now the Mediator's obedience was twofold: active and passive.

    And He performed both in His own person.

    His passive obedience was His suffering — His endurance of everything that God's justice had decreed must fall on humanity for sin, whether for soul or body.

    The active obedience of the Mediator was His perfect fulfillment of the moral law in all duties to God and to people, in thought, word, and deed — all of this done for us, in our place, and on our behalf. Here is true righteousness. Where the nature of a person is perfectly pure and his obedience is perfect, that person's righteousness is perfect. And I say, all of this was done by Christ for us. He suffered everything we should have suffered and did not. He did everything we should have done and did not. This is the righteousness by which a sinner is made righteous before God. Since legal righteousness cannot accomplish this, this righteousness must. And now we have found the righteousness by which Noah and all holy people were made and counted righteous — namely, the righteousness that resides in the holy person of Jesus Christ the Mediator.

    Yet this goes beyond and above all reason — that one should be justified by another's righteousness. And though this doctrine is from God and grounded firmly on God's word, it has its opponents and is strongly contested by the Church of Rome. Therefore let us first prove it, and then answer the objections against it. We prove it as follows:

    First, from plain Scripture: "He who knew no sin was made sin for us, so that we might become the righteousness of God in Him" (2 Corinthians 5:21). What could be plainer? He was made sin for us, and we righteousness through Him. Therefore, just as Christ was no sinner in His own person — but our sins were laid upon Him and He was thereby treated as a sinner — so, though we are not righteous in our own persons, yet having Christ's righteousness credited to us, we are made righteous by His righteousness.

    Further, the righteousness that must save us must be the righteousness of both God and man — as the passage just cited says, "that we might become the righteousness of God in Christ." But no person's own righteousness can make him the righteousness of God, nor can God's righteousness be the righteousness of a mere man. It follows, therefore, that only Christ — being both God and man — has in Himself the righteousness that can make a person the righteousness of God.

    Third, Scripture says: "Christ is the end of the Law to everyone who believes" (Romans 10:4). The end of the law — that is, not its abolisher or repealer, but its fulfiller. He abrogated the ceremonial law, but He fulfilled the moral law. For whom did He fulfill the law? Not for Himself. As the Messiah was not cut off for Himself (Daniel 9:26), so He did not obey the law for Himself. For whom, then? For all who believe. Christ fulfilling the law for them, they fulfill the law in Christ — He by doing, and they by believing in Him who does it. Now if it is correct to say "we fulfill the law in Christ," it is equally correct to say "we are made righteous by Christ's righteousness" — though it is His and not ours, but made ours through faith only.

    Let us now consider what the Church of Rome objects against this doctrine. Their first objection is:

    Just as a person cannot be wise by another person's wisdom, or rich by another's riches, or strong by another's strength — so he cannot be righteous by another person's righteousness.

    The answer: the comparison does not hold. One person has no claim on another person's wisdom, strength, or riches. But we do have a rightful share in Christ's righteousness. Moreover, the wisdom of one person cannot become the wisdom of another, because they are two entirely separate persons. But it is not so between Christ and a sinner. Every believer is spiritually — yet truly and really — united to Christ, forming one mystical body: Christ as the head, and every true believer as a member. Therefore what is His righteousness can also truly be ours. His, because it resides in Him. Ours, because we are joined to Him. Through this mystical union between Him and us, all the blessings of salvation that are in Him as the head flow into us as His members and branches — and yet remain just as properly in Him as the brain remains in the head of a person. And so, though this cannot be grasped by sense or reason, through faith and God's Spirit the righteousness of Christ is truly made ours.

    Their second objection is: if this is so, then God justifies wicked people — but God will not do this, for it is against the nature of His holiness and justice. And again, "He who justifies the wicked is an abomination to the Lord" (Proverbs 17:15). Therefore God will not do this Himself.

    The answer: the premise is sound, but the conclusion is false. God will not justify a wicked person — that is true. But it does not follow that a person therefore cannot be justified by Christ's righteousness. For God does not justify the person who lies rotting in his former sins and wallowing in his old corruption. He justifies the person who believes in Christ and repents of his sins. That person is justified through his faith and sanctified through his repentance, and so he is made a new person. As Paul says: "If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creature" (2 Corinthians 5:17). For just as in conversion God does not turn or save anyone against his will — but first makes him willing by God's own work alone, and then converts and saves him through his own willing cooperation with God's grace — so it is in justification. God justifies no wicked person. Instead, He first makes that person just and righteous in and through Christ, and then counts him as such. But someone may say: the sinner has no righteousness but Christ's, and that righteousness resides in Christ, not in himself. Therefore he has none in his own person — how then can he be anything but a wicked man still? The answer is that this first claim is not actually true. The believing sinner has more righteousness than what resides in Christ alone. What justifies him resides in Christ's person. But when the sinner is justified, he is also sanctified by the mighty work of God's grace. He is thus made a holy person and does good and holy works because he is in Christ — though his sanctification is imperfect. As Peter says in Acts 15:9, "Faith purifies a person's heart." It is impossible for a person to believe and so be justified without also being sanctified in his heart and life. And so a sinner is justified by Christ's righteousness inherent in Christ Himself, and sanctified by Christ's righteousness flowing from Christ into the sinner. His justification is therefore perfect, because what justifies him remains always in Christ. But his sanctification is imperfect, because what sanctifies him is in himself. The first is imputed to us; the second is infused and resides within us.

    Furthermore, I answer that if we take it in the sense of Scripture, it is actually true that God justifies a wicked person. For Paul says in Romans 4: "To the one who does not work, but believes in Him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is credited as righteousness." See — God justifies the ungodly. But how? Just as we have already described: not someone who remains ungodly afterward, but someone who was ungodly before being justified. The person who by nature and in himself is ungodly — God justifies by working in him faith and repentance, and so transforms him from an ungodly person into a person who is justified and sanctified.

    Their final objection is: if a sinner is righteous through Christ's righteousness, then by the same reasoning Christ would be a sinner through our sins. But Christ is no sinner — He is the holy of holies. Paul says, "He knew no sin" (2 Corinthians 5:21). And Christ Himself challenges His enemies: "Which of you convicts Me of sin?" If our sins cannot make Him a sinner, then His righteousness cannot make us righteous.

    The answer: we grant everything they say, if they speak Scripture's words in Scripture's sense. For Christ was indeed truly regarded as a sinner in the sight of God's justice — just as the person who becomes a guarantor for another becomes the debtor in that person's place, or as one who stands in for another must answer for him personally. So by all justice, Christ — though He had no sins of His own — as our guarantor, standing in our place, righteously bore our sins as His own. As for those passages and others like them, they all refer to personal sin — and from all personal sin, and the slightest taint of it, He was perfectly free. Therefore the very same passage that says He knew no sin — that is, in and for His own person He had no knowledge of what sin was — also says that for us and in our place He was made sin itself, that we might become the righteousness of God in Him. So Christ, who is in Himself more righteous than all people and angels combined, is in our place reckoned as a sinner. And by the same principle, we — most unrighteous in ourselves — are clothed with Christ's righteousness and thereby counted righteous. And as Christ — though no sinner in Himself — by being a sinner in our place and having our sins imputed to Him, became subject to God's wrath and endured it even to death: so we — though not righteous in ourselves — having Christ's righteousness imputed to us, are made partakers of God's love. And for the worthiness of that righteousness of His, made ours, we will be glorified in heaven. And so, at last, we have found the true and only righteousness that can make a person — as it made Noah — righteous in God's sight. Now it remains to apply it.

    First, here we learn how deeply our nature is defiled by sin and stained by corruption. That stain cannot be washed away by all the water in the world, nor covered by the blood of all creatures, nor concealed by the righteousness of all people and angels combined — only by the righteousness of God. And God's Son, if He is to apply that righteousness to us and make it effective, must become a man, and live and die and rise again for us. It is a remarkable thing, worthy of our frequent reflection, that all the angels and all the people in the world combined cannot make even one sinner righteous — but God's Son alone can do it. And that our sins are so horrifying that nothing can hide their filthiness from the eyes of God's justice except the glorious mercy of Christ's righteousness. This should teach us how to think of ourselves and our own nature.

    Furthermore, see here God's great goodness to humanity. God placed perfect legal righteousness in Adam's heart at his creation. Adam received it for himself and for us — and lost it for himself and for us. God, in mercy, purposed to restore humanity — lost and ruined through their own doing — and gave them another and better righteousness than before. But since He saw that humanity had been such a poor keeper of its own treasure, He did not entrust this righteousness to human hands. Instead, He placed it in the person of Christ Jesus and committed it to Him for safekeeping. Christ, who fully knows the value and excellence of this righteousness and who loves us deeply, will keep it safely for us and clothe us with it in His Father's presence on the last day. What unspeakable comfort this brings to God's children — to know that their salvation is not in their own keeping, where it might be lost again, but in a safe hand where they will certainly find it when they need it most. And to remember that since their righteousness is in Christ, they cannot lose it. Though they sin, and so lose at times the comfort of a good conscience — they do not thereby lose their righteousness, which remains in Christ. And when they suffer losses or injuries in this world, or lose everything they have on earth, their righteousness — the treasure of their souls — is kept safely in heaven in Christ's keeping, and will never be lost. This should move us to know Christ more and more, and to give Him the love and devotion of our very hearts, so that we might be able to say with blessed Paul: "I know whom I have believed, and I am convinced that He is able to guard what I have entrusted to Him until that day" (2 Timothy 1:12).

    Finally, since there is such a union between Christ and a believer — so that our sins became His and His righteousness became ours — this should teach us patience and bring us comfort in all outward afflictions and inward temptations. For it is certain that all our sufferings are His, and that He is touched by every wrong done to us. When He was in heaven, He called out to Saul: "Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?" (Acts 9:4). And at the last day, whatever good or evil was done to any of His children, He says, was done to Himself (Matthew 25:40, 45) — and it will be rewarded accordingly.

    And so we have set forth the true righteousness that justifies a sinner and made Noah righteous before God, and we have seen the application of this important doctrine. We have spent considerable time on this first point because it is one of the foundational truths of the Christian faith.

    So much for the first point: what the righteousness is that is spoken of here.

    The second point to be considered in these words is that this righteousness is the righteousness which is by faith.

    It is so called because faith is the proper instrument, created in the soul by the Holy Spirit, to grasp the righteousness that is in the person of Christ. In no other way can it be grasped or applied. Therefore it is fittingly called the righteousness which is by faith — that is, the righteousness which through faith is made a person's own, or to which a person has title through his faith. Here two observations arise.

    - 1. That true faith properly grasps this true righteousness. - 2. That only faith can do it.

    Regarding the first, Scripture is clear. Paul tells the Galatians: "We received the promise of the Spirit through faith" (Galatians 3:14). And John says: "As many as received Him, to them He gave the right to become children of God." And lest anyone think that receiving Christ is something different from believing in Christ, he adds: "even to those who believe in His name" (John 1:12). Faith is therefore fittingly compared to a hand that takes hold of a garment and applies it to a naked body, or to a beggar's hand that receives a king's gift. So faith in a person's soul takes hold of Christ's righteousness — which is the merciful and generous gift of the King of heaven — and applies it to the poor and naked soul of the believer.

    If anyone asks how faith can apply Christ to the believer, the answer is this: just as a person in his corrupt nature has no connection to Christ, so when the Holy Spirit has worked faith in his heart through a supernatural operation, we must understand that just as faith is the proper instrument to grasp Christ, so Christ and His righteousness are the proper object on which faith works. For though faith grasps and applies all the other promises God makes to our souls and bodies, it is most properly, primarily, and above all else that it grasps the promise of salvation and the righteousness of Christ. As for the specific manner in which faith does this: though it is spiritual and invisible, and therefore not easily expressed in physical terms, it is done by faith just as truly as a garment is taken up by the hand and put on the body, or a bandage is applied to a wound.

    If anyone asks further: how may a person know whether his faith has actually grasped and applied Christ's righteousness to his soul?

    The answer: when he believes specifically that Christ's righteousness is his righteousness, that it has reconciled him to God, and that it will justify him in God's presence — then faith is doing its true and proper work. For this cannot be done except by faith. And where true faith is, this will necessarily be done.

    The second point is that faith alone -- and no other virtue or spiritual power in the human soul -- is able to do this. This can be proven by comparing faith with all the principal virtues of the soul. Among them, the only ones that can even be compared with faith are hope and love. Both of these -- especially love -- have their own special excellencies. Yet neither of them, nor both together, possess this ability to grasp and apply Christ's righteousness. The nature of love is to extend itself and carry with it the deepest affections of the heart toward the thing that is loved. Yet love cannot properly be said to grasp Christ, because He must first be grasped before He can be loved. The proper action of hope is to wait and expect a promised blessing to come. So hope waits for salvation, but does not properly grasp it. For salvation must first be believed, and then hoped for or expected. As Jeremiah says in Lamentations 3:26: It is good both to trust and to wait for the salvation of the Lord. To trust -- that is, to believe with certainty that it will come -- is the action of faith. To wait until it comes -- that is the action of hope. So we see the distinct natures and actions of these two worthy virtues. But the proper action of faith is to grasp and take hold of Christ and His righteousness and apply them to a person's own soul. Once that is done, love and hope come and do their part. And so, although love lasts longer than faith does, faith comes before love and makes the way for it.

    To conclude this second point: faith is a hand to take hold of Christ and His benefits. Love is a hand to give out tokens of faith to both God and other people. For as 1 Corinthians 13:5 says, love does not seek its own but the good of others -- the good of those who are loved. Hope is an eye that looks ahead and waits for the good things that have been promised. So just as faith is the hand of the soul, love is the hand and hope is the eye of faith. Love is the hand through which faith works, and hope is the eye through which faith waits and watches for the fulfillment of what it has grasped and believed. If the Church of Rome considers it an insult to this holy virtue of love to call it the hand of faith, let them know it is not our invention. It is the apostle's own teaching, where he says: Faith works through love. If faith works through love, then love is surely the hand of faith. So faith works through love, waits through hope, but believes by itself.

    For this reason, the righteousness that makes us righteous before God is called the righteousness of faith rather than the righteousness of any other Christian virtue or grace of the Spirit. For the same reason, Paul so often calls it by this name in his epistles, as in Philippians 3:9.

    The third and final point concerning Noah's faith is this: Noah was made an heir of this righteousness.

    This is a special commendation of his faith: it made him an heir of true and saving righteousness. That is, it gave him a genuine title to it and made him the rightful heir of the glory that this righteousness guarantees to everyone who grasps it through true faith. He was made as certainly and truly a partaker of it as a young prince is assured of his crown and kingdom in due time, or as an heir is assured of his father's estate.

    Here two most worthy doctrines present themselves for us to consider.

    - 1. The excellence of faith. - 2. The excellence of a Christian person's condition.

    The excellence of faith appears in this: it gives a holy person assurance and certainty of salvation through Christ Jesus. The Church of Rome says it is presumption for any person to think this way unless he has received an extraordinary revelation. But Scripture teaches that if a person has true faith, that faith is able to assure him of salvation. For faith makes him an heir of true righteousness and of salvation through it. Now we know that an heir is completely secure and certain of his inheritance. Whatever else he may gain or lose, he is sure of that. And this righteousness, along with the salvation that comes through it, is his inheritance. Therefore he can be -- and by faith is -- assured of it. The Roman Catholics therefore do wrong to this doctrine and rob true faith of its proper dignity. But this is their habit: they will exalt anything rather than what the holy Scripture most exalts -- namely, true faith. For if they truly knew what it means to know Christ and to believe in Him through the faith that works through love, they would understand that faith makes a person an heir of eternal happiness and therefore fully assured of it.

    Second, here we can see the excellence of a Christian person's condition. He is not left empty or without comfort, but is the heir of a glorious inheritance through his faith. And a Christian's inheritance is Christ's righteousness. From this we learn:

    First, no person can merit true and justifying righteousness by any good works done by or in himself. The legalistic Roman Catholic teachers say otherwise, but their view is overturned here by the teaching of the Holy Spirit. For saving righteousness is our inheritance -- and an inheritance, we know, is always earned by the father and descends freely from the father to the son as a token of his love. It would be insulting and absurd for a son to try to buy his inheritance from his father, because it goes against the very nature of an inheritance to come by any means other than free gift from the father to the son. Therefore, since our righteousness -- the righteousness that must save us -- is, as we see here, our inheritance, let us settle it in our minds: we cannot buy or merit it.

    Furthermore, here is sure and solid comfort against all the griefs, hardships, and losses of this world. God's children must have their share of afflictions in this life. But here is their comfort: they may lose their possessions, their income, their property, their good names, their health, even their lives -- but their inheritance stands firm and cannot be lost. Let them therefore learn not to grieve beyond measure. A holy person may truly say to himself: my Father may frown on me for my faults and discipline me for my sins, but I am certain He will not disinherit me. For I am an heir, by faith, of Christ's righteousness. I may lose many things, but I will not lose that.

    Third and finally, here God's children must learn their duty. They are heirs of a godly and glorious inheritance. Christ's righteousness is their inheritance. Therefore they must set and fix all their deepest affections on this inheritance. For there is nothing in the world more worthy of desire than a great inheritance.

    We must therefore work above all worldly things to obtain this inheritance -- to become partakers of this righteousness. This is the pearl which, once found, we must sell all we have to buy. And once we have obtained it, we must take care to keep it and store it up in our very hearts and souls. And keeping it, we must rejoice and delight in it more than in the world and all its pleasures.

    This is the glorious portion that our God and Father leaves us as His children. What should be the chief care of our hearts but to preserve it? Naboth had a small vineyard that had come to him from his father as an inheritance. King Ahab offered him money or a better vineyard in exchange. But Naboth refused. He said, 'God forbid that I should give you the inheritance of my fathers' (1 Kings 21:3). If he placed such value on an earthly inheritance, how much more should we value the heavenly one? If he treasured a small vineyard so highly, how much more should we treasure the glory of heaven? If he refused the king and would not sell it even for a better vineyard, should we not refuse the devil and refuse to give up our share in Christ and His righteousness for the world or anything the devil can promise? In all such temptations, our answer should be: God forbid that I should sell my inheritance, which my God and Father gave me. Blessed Paul did exactly this. He counted the world and everything in it as garbage and waste so that he might gain Christ and share in this righteousness. So must we -- if we want to be worthy of this inheritance -- prize and value it above this world. We must think little of all the pomp and pleasures of this world in comparison with it, and be willing to lose the world rather than lose our inheritance.

    And finally, when we have this inheritance and are faithfully preserving it -- where should our contentment, joy, and delight be, but in this our inheritance? That is how an heir behaves: nothing brings him greater joy than thinking about his inheritance. Here the foolishness of worldly people is exposed. They rejoice greatly in the honors, profits, and pleasures of this life, like pigs wallowing in their food, and never look any further. But this is not their inheritance, if they expect their souls to be saved. In this they show themselves to be without grace and without any hope of a better world. For if they had such hope, they would rejoice in it rather than in the vain and passing delights of this world, which vanish in the using and are lost with more pain and grief than they were ever enjoyed with pleasure. We must learn to use this world as though we were not using it (1 Corinthians 7:31). And if the Lord gives us any portion of pleasures in this world, we must receive them thankfully, recognizing them as extras beyond our inheritance -- and therefore to be used lawfully and moderately. But our hearts and our deepest joy must rest on our inheritance, which is in heaven, of which we are made heirs by faith, and in which we are fellow heirs with blessed Noah, who was made heir of the righteousness that is by faith.

    And so we have heard the most glorious commendation of Noah's faith, and of Noah through his faith, and of all the examples of faith from before the flood.

    Now follows the second category of examples: those who lived in the second world, after the flood.

    They fall into two groups: those who lived before the giving of the law, and those who lived after.

    Before the giving of the law, there are many examples. And as with all the other categories, some are men and some are women.

    The first of these blessed men after the flood whose faith is celebrated here is Abraham, that great father. Because he was a father of so many believers, more is written about him and his faith than about any other person.


  Abraham's Faith

  • • •

    Verse 8. By faith Abraham, when he was called, obeyed to go out to a place which he was to receive for an inheritance; and he went out, not knowing where he was going.

    Concerning holy Abraham, more than one example is recorded here, and his faith is celebrated in many ways. More verses are devoted to him than to five others combined. The reason is that his faith was more excellent than that of any who followed him. For this reason he is called the father of the faithful many times in the New Testament, especially in the letters to the Romans and Galatians.

    The first example of his faith — and the fourth in the overall sequence — is his leaving his native land. At God's command, he went without knowing where he was going, knowing only that God had called him and therefore he would go. In this his faith shone with great excellence.

    Concerning this faith and obedience, the text presents two points: 1. The cause or foundation of it — which was God's calling: he was called by God. 2. The fruit or effect of his faith — he listened and obeyed. This obedience is further developed through several particulars: 1. Its substance — he went out of his country. 2. Its purpose — to take possession of a land he would not enjoy for a long time. 3. Its manner — he went out, not knowing where he was going.

    The first point is the cause or foundation of Abraham's faith in this action, set out in the opening words.

    By faith, Abraham when he was called —

    This account is drawn from Genesis 12. The cause of Abraham's faith is God's calling.

    God's calling is an action of God by which He appoints a person to some particular condition or state of life in this world or in the life to come. In this respect God is compared to a general in the field who assigns every soldier his position and duty — so God appoints every person his place and duty in the church.

    Concerning these callings, let us consider the means by which He calls and the various states to which He calls people.

    As for the means or manner: God calls people in two ways — directly, or through means.

    Sometimes directly, by His own voice: as with the extraordinary prophets of the Old Testament and the apostles in the New. As Paul says of himself, he was "called as an apostle, not from men nor through the agency of man, but through Jesus Christ and God the Father" (Galatians 1:1).

    Sometimes indirectly, through people whom He directs and equips for that purpose. This is how the ordinary prophets and priests of the Old Testament were called, and the evangelists, pastors, and teachers of the New. The first way — direct calling — is extraordinary and suited for an unbelieving or misbelieving people. The second is the ordinary way for an established church. Of these two ways, God called Abraham directly from heaven (Genesis 12:1).

    Second, the states of life to which God calls people are three: general, particular, and personal.

    God's general calling is the one by which He calls all people to repentance through the Gospel, and so to eternal life. The apostle speaks of this in Romans 8:30: "Those whom He predestined, He also called." And in Romans 11:29: "The gifts and calling of God are irrevocable." By this calling He calls people in this life to a state of grace, and to the state of glory in heaven. This call goes out to all.

    His particular calling is when He calls and assigns people to some specific estate and duty in family, church, or society — for example, being called to serve as a magistrate, minister, head of a household, lawyer, or physician.

    Third, God calls some people to a specific personal duty that He does not assign to others but to them alone. Such a calling was assigned to the man who asked what more he needed to do to be perfect: "Go, sell what you possess and give it to the poor" (Matthew 19:21).

    The calling of Abraham in this passage belongs to this third kind. It was a private and personal calling — to leave his country, his relatives, his lands, and his possessions, and to go in search of another. It also included the calling to be the father of the faithful and to receive the covenant. This duty belonged to no one else but the person specifically and personally called to it.

    Yet all three kinds of calling can be present in one person at once, as they were in Abraham. He was called to be a believer — that is the general calling — and a governor of a great household — that is the particular calling. But the calling specifically addressed in this passage is this extraordinary personal calling to leave his country. In this calling we should observe three circumstances: 1. Who was called. 2. When. 3. How he was called.

    Regarding the first: Abraham was called — the son of Terah. But neither his father Terah nor his brother Nahor was called, only Abraham alone.

    It may reasonably be asked why God did not call his father and his relatives. The only answer is the one the apostle gives in Romans 9:18: "He has mercy on whom He desires, and He hardens whom He desires." He calls Isaac and passes by Ishmael. He loves Jacob and has no love for Esau. He takes Abel and leaves Cain — simply because He wills to, and for no reason that we can identify. But is it not unfair that He calls Abraham and not his relatives? The answer is: God owes this grace to no one and might have given it to none. The real wonder is that He calls anyone at all. Why He calls some and not others — why Abraham and not his relatives — no reason can be given, for God's judgments are beyond our understanding. And just as what is impossible for humanity is possible for God (Matthew 19:26), so what would be unfairness or partiality in a human being is justice with God. It is the height of folly and intolerable presumption for us to weigh God's actions in the scales of our own shallow reasoning.

    Regarding the second: when was Abraham called? Concerning the timing, there are two circumstances worth observing.

    First, Abraham was called to this honor while he was still living in idolatry with his forebears. Joshua 24:2 records: "Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel: From ancient times your fathers lived beyond the Euphrates River — Terah, the father of Abraham and the father of Nahor — and they served other gods." If Abraham was called by God while he was an idolater, it is clear he had not purchased God's favor by his own works. From this we learn that the entire work of a person's salvation must be credited to God's pure mercy alone — who, as the prophet says, "was found by those who did not seek Him" (Isaiah 65:1). Abraham had never thought about the true God or any new covenant of grace and salvation when God called him. Likewise, when Paul was going out armed with murderous rage, his fury backed by commissions and authority against the saints, God called him from heaven — and made this persecutor the chief instrument of His glory (Acts 9:2 and following). Therefore — to apply this to ourselves — if God has shown us the same grace, taken us to be His people, and made a covenant of salvation with us, who were once sinners from among the Gentiles, we must learn from this where that favor came from, and therefore give none of the credit to ourselves, but give all the glory to God.

    And in particular for each of us: if God has been so merciful to any of us — when we were Roman Catholic or superstitious along with our parents and relatives, to open our eyes and bring us home to His holy truth; or when we were wallowing in wickedness and sensuality with the irreverent world, to touch our hearts and call us to grace and holiness — let us often remember and freely acknowledge this undeserved mercy, and say with the holy prophet: "To You, O Lord, belongs righteousness, but to us, shame and dishonor."

    Second, regarding the timing of Abraham's calling: he was called when he was about 75 years old, as the account in Genesis 12:4 makes clear. We see therefore that God let him remain in his blindness and idolatry for a long time before calling him. It is highly likely that Abraham in the meantime lived a decent life and pursued learning and other respectable activities — and that during this time he attained the knowledge of astronomy and other subjects for which ancient writers praised him. But this was the first time he was called to know and serve the true God in true worship.

    From this we learn that even if a person has persisted in sin for a long time and spent his best years in foolishness without repentance — and therefore is in a serious and dangerous condition — true believers and repentant people must not conclude that such a person is beyond hope. For God's mercy can call a person in old age and touch the heart whenever it pleases Him. Christ in the parable calls some workers at the eleventh hour (Matthew 20:6). God likewise calls people to grace in old age. We must therefore put aside the harsh and uncharitable judgments that some people carelessly make about such men. Love "thinks no evil" (1 Corinthians 13) where it is possible to hope for good. Instead, we should pray for them and hope for their conversion, knowing that "at whatever moment a sinner repents of his sin, God will forgive him" (Ezekiel 18:27-28).

    And yet none of this gives people license to live carelessly in their sins — that would be a desperate tempting of God. They must follow the holy advice of Solomon: "Remember your Creator in the days of your youth" (Ecclesiastes 12:1). They must turn to God while they have the means, lest God take away the means and with the means His favor. Abraham was not called until he was old — but when he was called, he listened and obeyed. So must you: when God calls you, whether through trials or through His word, answer and obey as Abraham did. Otherwise Abraham's late calling will provide you little comfort.

    So much for the timing.

    Third, regarding the manner of his calling: the account in Genesis presents it as a strong and pressing word — "Go out from your country, from your relatives, and from your father's house, to the land which I will show you." Notice that God does not simply say "Go" or "Come away" — He presses and amplifies the command with many words and circumstances.

    If anyone asks why God did this when He could have given the command in a single word, the answer is this: God wanted Abraham to think seriously about His calling and to have it deeply impressed on his heart, so that he would not comply at first and then pull back later. For this calling was certainly difficult for natural reason to accept, and Abraham would have faced many obstacles. Had the command been only a bare "go," there was a real danger that after encountering those difficulties he might have turned back. But when God says: "Leave your native country — do not let the fact that you were born there hold you back. Do not let the fact that your family lives there hinder you. Leave everything and come with Me. Trust Me and follow Me into the land I will show you. I am taking you from one land, but I will give you another" — when God uses all these words and possibly many more like them, it is clear He intended Abraham to be furnished with the strength and resolution to see his calling through to the end, once he had begun.

    From this practice of God we learn: God does not want anyone to enter a calling or duty with a fearful, hesitant, or doubtful spirit — but with a strong and settled resolve to see it through without wavering or turning back midway. For this reason God wants everyone, before they enter, to think seriously about the position or duty they are taking on. The Lord would rather a person decline at the start than enter and then look back. It is great foolishness for a person to rush headlong into any calling out of impulse, and then — upon discovering its real dangers and difficulties — to grow weary and wish they had never done it. People are generally wiser in worldly matters than in spiritual ones. A man about to build a house does not immediately begin construction of whatever suits his imagination — he first sits down and counts the cost, then measures his ability against it, to see if the one can match the other before he starts. Christ — the wisdom of God — says the same about worldly wisdom (Luke 14:28, 31), using the examples of building and of a king preparing for war: no prince will fight an enemy on unfavorable terms without first knowing whether his forces can sustain the encounter.

    The calling of a Christian is to profess the Gospel of Christ. Just as the magistrate's calling is to defend it, and the minister's is to teach it, every person's calling is to profess it. Now, it is as impossible to build without cost, or to fight without soldiers, as it is to profess Christ in any calling — general or particular — without crosses. We must therefore first consider what our calling and profession will cost us. It will certainly cost us risk to our reputation and standing in the world. It may cost us our goods, our freedom — it may even cost our lives. We must also consider what enemies we will face in this spiritual war: the devil, death, hell, sin, corruption, and the cunning malice of wicked people. We are certain to encounter all of these. Would it not be foolish to take up this profession without thinking through these things first? Failure to do so is the reason why some put their hands to the plow and then pull back — making themselves ridiculous to both physical and spiritual enemies.

    The same principle applies to particular callings. Some people think the office of a magistrate is a position of honor, and ambitiously scheme and desire to rise to authority — never stopping to consider the burden and trouble that certainly come with it. When they discover the burden is too heavy for their lazy shoulders to bear easily, they sink into outright neglect, fail to do any good in their position, and wish they had never bought honor at such a price.

    Others think the ministry is nothing more than a comfortable position offering ease, exemption from hard work, and advancement. With this idea in mind, they rush presumptuously and carelessly into that sacred role, never thinking beforehand of the heavy charge of souls they are taking on, nor of the serious account they must give for them, nor of the hatred, contempt, and extreme dishonor they will certainly encounter if they do their duty faithfully. And so when experience proves it is exactly as described, they either fall into worldly habits and neglect their duties — seeking by these two means to please the world — or they continue in their duties with great distress and frustration, wishing they had chosen any calling other than the ministry. Either way, they bring shame and much reproach on themselves. But the person who has counted the cost beforehand — what it will cost to be a minister, what he must take on, what he must give up, what he is certain to encounter — is settled and resolved in advance, and goes through all dangers and contempt with comfort, courage, and contentment. Let us all therefore learn from this practice of God: when we think of entering any duty, to reason with ourselves as God reasoned with Abraham — what we will have to leave behind and what we will have to face. If we do this, we will not regret it afterward, but press on with confidence, as Abraham did.

    I have spent more time on this point because it has particular practical value in Christian life.

    So much for the cause of Abraham's faith: God's calling, with all its circumstances.

    The second point is the excellence and commendation of his faith, shown through its fruit and effect: it moved him to yield to God's calling. This obedience of his faith is described in two ways: 1. In general terms — he obeyed God. 2. Further, it is commended through several particulars, which we will take up in order.

    Obeyed God.


    Here is the obedience of Abraham's faith, stated in a single word: he obeyed. That is, when God called him to leave his country, his relatives, and his friends, he yielded — against what reason might suggest — because God commanded it. When God told him He would bring him to another land, he believed it and left what was certain for what was uncertain, an actual possession for a promised one. Here the power and excellence of his faith appears in this obedience. From this we learn two lessons:

    First, since Abraham is the father of the faithful (Romans 4:11), and our glory is to be children of faithful Abraham —

    We must all learn, as good children following our father, to shape our lives according to God's calling. When God calls us to any state of life, we should obey. When it is not God but the world or our own corrupt desires calling us, we should not obey. For obeying God is the obedience of faith. Obeying the world and our corrupt impulses is the obedience of corruption. Two kinds of people sin against the pattern of holy Abraham and thereby show themselves to be unlike their father Abraham.

    First, those who, when called by God to some duty or function, refuse to obey. We have too many examples of this. God says to some: "Leave your private concerns, which are for no one but yourself, and take on the public work of the commonwealth as a magistrate." But they, as though they were born only for themselves, will not give their time to public service.

    God says to others: "Leave your ease and your concern for worldly reputation. Take up the teaching of My people, and do not let the contempt of that calling stop you — what matters is that you save souls." But their worldly comfort and reputation are dearer to them than Abraham's relatives were to him — they will not leave those things.

    All of these people, and everyone like them, may make whatever outward show they like — but they are not children of Abraham, since they lack his faith. And they lack his faith because they fail in his obedience. They must therefore learn to yield when God calls, and not to hide behind weak excuses drawn from worldly concerns — when Abraham left country and family to obey God.

    Second, there are those who pay no attention to God's calling, but simply follow wherever their natural inclinations or the course of the wicked world carry them — yielding and obeying without asking whether it is God's calling or not. Three kinds of people are most at fault in this way.

    First, those who are content to build wealth through oppression — such as usury or extortion — or through deception and dishonesty, or any other indirect means by which they harm their neighbor, caring only for gain and not asking where it comes from.

    Second, those who live by gambling, card games, entertainment performances, and similar activities — thinking any activity lawful so long as it brings in money, and never caring whether God approves of the calling or not.

    Third, those who live in no calling at all — spending their time eating, drinking, sleeping, and pursuing pleasure, because they have incomes and property left to them by their parents.

    All of these people, and others like them, do obey — but what do they obey? Not God's calling. God never called them to those courses but has repeatedly called them away from them. This is therefore the obedience not of faith but of corruption and of the world — which is outright disobedience to God. For just as the wisdom of the flesh or the world is foolishness with God (Romans 8), so obedience to the flesh or the world is disobedience and rebellion against God.

    All such people must understand that they are not children of Abraham, because they are not children of his faith. Nor can they be heirs of his faith, because they do not practice his obedience. God's calling — and no other rule — is what Christian people must use to direct their lives. When He calls, they must obey. When He does not call, or does not approve a way of making a living — though the whole world approves it — they must not follow it. This will honor them and their profession before God. Abraham's faith justified him before God, but his obedience justified his faith. Samuel says (1 Samuel 15:22-23): "To obey is better than sacrifice; but disobedience is like the sin of witchcraft." Let all Christians therefore prove their faith by their obedience — hanging on God's word and following God's calling for direction in every area of life. Let them resolve with David: "Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path" (Psalm 119:105). If kings themselves are not permitted to live except by the light of God's calling and God's word, it is shameful presumption for ordinary people to direct their lives by lights of their own making.

    In the second place: from Abraham's obedience, let us note by what means he obeyed. By faith. Here we learn the true nature of genuine faith: wherever it exists, it brings forth genuine obedience. That is why Christian obedience is called the obedience of faith (Romans 1:5). These two cannot be separated any more than light can be separated from the sun, or heat from fire. Just as the sun naturally and necessarily gives light, and fire necessarily gives heat, so true faith necessarily yields true obedience to God's commands. This being so, it teaches us, for practical application:

    First, how our church and doctrine are misrepresented by Roman Catholics, who like to say that we believe people are saved by faith alone without works. We teach that while a person is justified without any consideration of his works, no one was ever justified whose faith did not produce good and holy works. And we teach that no one is an heir of Abraham's faith who is not also an heir of his obedience. Therefore God will deal with their lying tongues as they deserve.

    Second, this teaches us that Abraham's faith is rare in our own time. Many claim to follow Abraham's religion, but it seems they are as far mistaken as the Jews were in John 8:39. The Jews wanted to be Abraham's children because they were his physical descendants. People now want to be his children because they share his profession of faith. Both are widely off the mark — we must be children of faithful Abraham. If we want to be like him in faith, we must be like him in obedience as well. When God calls us to any duty, we must set aside our own natural inclinations, deny our own desires, and resist our own corrupt tendencies — to follow God's calling and do our duty. Then we will be true children of Abraham — when we resemble our father in his greatest virtues. And so we have seen his obedience laid out in general terms.

    In particular terms, three points are found in his obedience: 1. Its substance — laid out directly in the text. 2. Its purpose — laid out directly in the text. 3. Its manner — laid out directly in the text.

    Regarding the substance of his obedience, the text continues: to go out into a place, etc.

    The specific matter of Abraham's obedience was this: at God's command, he went out of his own country into another. For one he would one day inherit, he left one he already possessed.

    From this many good lessons may be learned.

    First, see here the power and strength of true faith. What Abraham did was extraordinarily difficult.

    First, he was well advanced in years — 75 years old. Young men enjoy being on the move, but older men love to settle like birds in their nests. The thought of moving or undertaking long journeys is painful to them.

    Second, he had to leave his own country — where he had been born, raised, and had lived all his life. Every person naturally loves his homeland.

    Third, he had to leave his goods, lands, and possessions — which were doubtless considerable, since he had lived for so long in his native country and had been born into a position of some standing.

    Fourth, he had to leave his circle of acquaintances, with whom he had spent his whole life — and yes, his own family — to go and live among strangers. These four considerations were so many obstacles to his obedience, and powerful temptations to make him look back. But such was the power of his faith: he was commanded by God, and therefore he obeyed and went out.

    The lesson for us is to examine the quality of our own faith. If we measure all God's commandments by our natural feelings and preferences, our faith is only a shadow — a form of hypocrisy. But if we do not consult flesh and blood but instead rest and rely on God's word, giving complete obedience to His commands, then our faith is what Abraham's was.

    Next, someone may wonder why the Lord would impose so difficult a demand on Abraham — commanding him to leave his country and livelihood, which seemed unreasonable, and his family, which seemed unnatural.

    The answer is: not because God takes pleasure in unreasonable or unnatural demands, or in laying heavy burdens on His children. He did it for good and holy purposes, such as the following:

    First, to test Abraham and to see what was in him. A friend is not truly known in ordinary situations but in great ones. It is in difficult matters that we discover who is truly God's friend. Through this, God made the faith and obedience of His servant shine all the more gloriously.

    Also, to break down the corruption of his heart. Our sinful natures love peace, comfort, and getting their own way. God often crosses those tendencies and sends trials from many directions, so that He may humble the pride of our corruption and bring us under His hand.

    The lesson from this is to make right use of our afflictions and the many difficult hardships that will fall on us in the course of serving God. We must know that they are sent from God — not as a harsh or cruel judge, but as a wise and merciful Father who wants our good. He will so bless to us the hardest and heaviest crosses that come upon us in life — if we receive them with patience and faith — that we will be able to say with David: "It is good for me that I was afflicted, that I may learn Your statutes" (Psalm 119:71).

    Third, since Abraham goes out of his country into another at God's command, we learn that it is not unlawful for a Christian to leave his own country and travel to another, and to remain there for some time or even a long time — provided his reasons are good and legitimate, such as the following:

    First, if he has a specific command from God, as Abraham had here.

    Second, if he has a legitimate calling from the church or state of which he is a member — for example, if he is sent to a general council, or dispatched as an ambassador, either for a time or to serve as a permanent resident representative.

    Third, if it is for the preservation of his life in a just cause. Moses fled to the land of Midian and lived there when Pharaoh sought his life (Exodus 2:14-15). Christ Himself fled with His parents to Egypt from the fury of Herod (Matthew 2). The same applies to those who, to protect their freedom, flee from creditors who will not accept honest and reasonable repayment — whether from a guarantor for another person's debt or from a child for a father's debts. But it does not apply to those who travel specifically to defraud their creditors or avoid paying debts they are capable of paying. Both types of situations appear in the example of David and his followers. David himself was forced to flee for his life from Saul's unjust cruelty, and so he went and lived among the Philistines (1 Samuel 27:1-2). And in 1 Samuel 22:2, those who came to David included people in distress and in debt — and they traveled with him through all his hardships and persecutions. Doubtless, had they been ungodly men who had not cared how they incurred debt or how they paid it, David would never have been their leader, as that text says he was.

    Fourth, if it is for the maintenance of pure religion and keeping a good conscience. This has Christ's own warrant: "Whenever they persecute you in one city, flee to the next" (Matthew 10:23). For this reason, many of our forebears in the previous generation were forced to flee to Germany, Switzerland, and Geneva. And for similar reasons, people of other nations now come to this nation and are welcomed here.

    Fifth, if it is for the pursuit or growth of good learning and lawful knowledge — especially knowledge of divine things relating to religion. The Queen of Sheba traveled from the farthest reaches of Africa to Jerusalem in Asia to see and hear Solomon (2 Kings 10), and for this Christ Himself highly commends her (Matthew 12:42). Young men may similarly travel for learning or for languages, especially those who intend by such means to prepare themselves for public service — provided they do so with their religion and conscience kept safe.

    Sixth, if it is for the practice of a legitimate calling — such as trade. Merchants may therefore lawfully travel to all nations and keep representatives residing there, provided they do not lose their souls in gaining for their bodies. Such travel is approved by Christ in the parable where He says, "The kingdom of heaven is like a merchant seeking fine pearls" (Matthew 13:45).

    Seventh, if it is to receive and take possession of goods or lands lawfully inherited or acquired in another country, as sometimes happens. This appears to be approved by Christ in the parable where He says, "A nobleman went to a distant country to receive a kingdom for himself and then return" (Luke 19:12).

    In short, travel is lawful when it is for any good and sufficient reason that sound judgment approves and that is not contrary to any part of God's word. But as for those who leave their countries and travel to others:

    Either out of restlessness, to see strange sights and fashions:

    Or, being criminals, to flee from their deserved punishment:

    Or, being in debt, to run away and cheat their creditors:

    Or, being vain, to make themselves known:

    Or, being in a quarrel, to fight duels or kill an enemy —

    All these, and everyone like them, can find no comfort in their travels. They sent themselves — God did not send them. They are outside God's protection because they go without His warrant. And as many of them as flee to avoid the hand of the magistrate — let them be assured that they will not escape the hand of God.

    In the fourth place, here is a comfort for all who are banished from their native countries for the sake of God and His Gospel. For Abraham — the prince of the patriarchs — was a man in exile, who lived in a foreign country for the greater part of his life. Let such people therefore patiently accept what God has laid upon them. It is not their misery or misfortune alone — it has been the common lot of God's children in every age. Moreover, Christ Himself pronounces blessed those who suffer persecution for righteousness' sake. Though they may be exiled from their own country, or tossed from kingdom to kingdom across the earth, theirs is the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 5:10).

    Finally, although this command was directed personally to Abraham and does not apply to us in the same way, it still has force and relevance for us. We are not commanded to leave our country and abandon our homes and possessions. But we must do what corresponds to it. What was commanded to Solomon's wife applies to all Christians: Hear, O daughter, and consider, incline your ear; forget your own people and your father's house, and the King will desire your beauty (Psalm 45:10-11). This wife of Solomon represents the soul of every Christian -- the bride of Christ, the true Solomon. By nature, she is the daughter of heathen Pharaoh -- that is, of sin, corruption, and wrath. But having been married to Christ, she must forget her own people and her father's house. That means forgetting her own nature, natural desires, and fleshly longings. And then Christ our King and spiritual husband will take delight in us and rejoice to do us good. This is the most important kind of journey, and the one most pleasing to God -- when a person goes out of himself, denies his own desires, and obeys God to serve Christ Jesus.

    So we see the substance of his obedience. Now follows the purpose: which he should afterward receive as an inheritance.

    The second detail in his obedience is its purpose -- why he left his own country. It was to inherit another land: the land of Canaan, called elsewhere the land of Promise, because God promised it to him and to his descendants. Now Abraham, at God's command, went out of his own country to this place to inherit it and take possession of it.

    But someone may object that he did not actually inherit it. In fact, Stephen says in Acts 7:4 that God brought him into the land but gave him no inheritance in it -- not even enough ground to set his foot on.

    I answer: although Abraham did not inherit it personally, he can be said to have inherited it in two ways. First, sacramentally or mystically. Second, through his descendants.

    First, he inherited it sacramentally. The land of Canaan should be understood not only as a country in Asia -- fruitful, fertile, and full of good things, where the only visible church existed until Christ's coming. It should also be understood as a type of the heavenly Canaan, where the triumphant church reigns in glory with God. In this sense, Abraham did inherit it personally, for after his death he was translated into the glory of heaven. This is why the glory of heaven is called 'the bosom of Abraham' (Luke 16) rather than any other patriarch's. This is both because of the excellence of his faith and because the promise of inheriting the land of Canaan was first made personally to him. Since he did not enjoy the earthly Canaan, he was compensated with the true Canaan.

    From this we learn an important doctrine: God does not always fulfill His promises by giving the exact thing promised. Instead, He often gives something equivalent or proportional to it, or something even better. For example, in the fifth commandment, obedient children are promised long life as a reward for honoring their parents. But when God takes them away in the prime of life, as He did with Josiah (2 Kings 22:10), He gives them eternal life instead -- which is not merely proportional but far exceeds what was promised. So here, God promised Abraham the land of Canaan. But when it came to the fulfillment, He gave him something better: the true Canaan, the kingdom of heaven.

    The application of this is to teach us wisdom in discerning how God mercifully fulfills His promises. He does not always fulfill them in the same way for His children. Sometimes He gives the exact thing promised -- as when He delivered the children of Israel out of Egypt, or restored Hezekiah's health, and similar cases. Other times He does not give the specific thing, but gives something equally good or better. For example, when His children are in some great danger and pray for deliverance, or are in some need and have a promise of provision, God often does not deliver them. Instead, He gives them patience and such a deep sense of His favor that it is many times more comforting to them than the deliverance would have been. In this way God hears their prayers and fulfills His promise to them, to their complete satisfaction.

    Second, Abraham inherited Canaan through his descendants. Although God promised it to Abraham when he was 75 years old (Genesis 12:4), and to him and his descendants (Genesis 15:7), neither he nor his immediate offspring enjoyed it. His descendants the Israelites received it 430 years after the promise, as Paul proves in Galatians 3:17. So Abraham inherited it through his descendants, who are a part of him. And they possessed it for many hundreds of years, right up until the coming of Christ.

    Just as we learned earlier that God does not always give the exact thing promised when He fulfills His promises, here let us learn that He does not always fulfill them for the same people -- and yet He most truly fulfills them. If God does not accomplish His promises or prophecies for us personally or in our lifetime, we must not grow impatient but must wait with patience. As the holy prophet says: The vision is yet for an appointed time, but at the last it will speak and not lie. Though it tarries, wait for it; it will surely come and will not delay (Habakkuk 2:3). To this end David also says beautifully in Psalm 97:11: Light is sown for the righteous, and joy for the upright in heart. See -- light and joy belong to them. But how? It is sown. That is, it exists in hope and expectation, and not always in present enjoyment. So just as a farmer casts his seed into the ground and is willing to wait almost a full year without seeing any profit from it, yet he is patient all that time because he knows the harvest will come and bring increase -- so we must wait patiently on the Lord and know that whatever He has promised, we or our children after us will certainly enjoy it. And even if we do not, what great matter is it, if our children do? We know that often the father sows and dies before the harvest, and the son reaps. So with God's great and gracious promises, which are sown for the fathers: if the fathers themselves do not enjoy them, their children will surely reap the comforting harvest of fulfillment. And so we see how Abraham inherited the land of Canaan, which is called the land of Promise because it was so long and so often promised to so many great patriarchs.

    We should also observe that when God made this promise to Abraham, the land of Canaan was already occupied by many powerful kings. One might reasonably wonder how Abraham could take any comfort in the promise, given that nearly forty kings — great and small — held that land, as we see in Joshua, chapters 10, 11, and 12. Beyond that, as Numbers 13:28-29 records, the people were numerous and strong, the cities were fortified with high walls, and the land was home to giant warriors. Yet despite all of this, Abraham not only believed and obeyed — he went to the land as God promised, took possession of it in faith, and died confident that God would fulfill His promise and that his descendants would inherit it all. And so they did, from Moses to Christ. How was this possible? Abraham knew that God was King of kings and held the world and all its kingdoms in His hand. He was therefore certain that God could accomplish what He had promised and make His word good, regardless of any obstacle. And as he believed, so it came to pass. His descendants came to that land and entered it as conquerors, receiving it as a gift from God. By God's power, they so overwhelmed all those kings and their peoples that some, like the Gibeonites, submitted, while those who did not were defeated and their lands conquered, as the book of Joshua records in full. David summarizes all these events in just a few words: 'We have heard with our ears, our fathers have told us, how You, O Lord, drove out the nations with Your hand and planted them in; how You destroyed the peoples and made them grow' (Psalm 44:1-2).

    From this we learn two lessons.

    First, the rise and fall of nations and kingdoms are in God's hand, and He can turn them however He pleases. David says the same in the Psalm just quoted, verse 4: 'For they did not gain possession of the land by their own sword, nor did their own arm save them, but Your right hand and Your arm and the light of Your presence, for You favored them.'

    This should move us to pray earnestly in our daily prayers for the welfare of the nation in which we live, and for the worthy rulers under whose government we have been so richly blessed. For the safety and prosperity of our kingdom does not rest in our policies, our military strength, our fortifications, our navy, our armed forces, our soldiers, or the wisdom of our councils — though for all these things we are a people honored by our friends and feared by our enemies. It rests in the mighty hand of our God, who, as Daniel says, 'rules over the kingdom of men and gives it to whomever He wishes' (Daniel 4:22).

    Since the King of heaven is the giver and establisher, the remover and changer of earthly kingdoms, let us be assured that the prayers of Elisha were 'the horses and chariots of Israel' (2 Kings 13:14).

    And surely, if Elisha was acknowledged by the king himself as a father because of his prayers, then the godly ministers and all others in our church who pray daily for the peace of our Jerusalem are rightly counted good children of the church and worthy members of the nation.

    Second, from this we learn what brings ruin to kingdoms and the downfall of nations — sin and ungodliness. This is made plain in the very example before us. Why did God take the land from the Canaanites and give it to Abraham and his descendants? The Old Testament gives one answer: sin. In Deuteronomy 18:9-12, Moses warned the Israelites not to follow the wicked practices of the Canaanites, saying that God drove them out because of their abominable sins. And why did God not give Abraham immediate possession of the land after the promise? Because, as Genesis 15:16 says, 'the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete' — their sins were not yet ripe for judgment. We must understand that although God is the absolute and sovereign Lord of all kingdoms and may dispose of them as He wills, He exercises His justice rather than mere power, and never overturns a nation without cause rooted in their evident sinfulness. The Amorites and Canaanites cannot claim they were treated unjustly. For the same God, in the same justice, later dealt with His own people — giving the kingdom of Judah to the Chaldeans and Israel to the Assyrians. The reason is laid out memorably in the text: 'When the Israelites sinned against the Lord their God, and walked in the customs of the nations whom the Lord had driven out before them, and did things secretly that were not right against the Lord their God, and built high places for themselves and set up images and served idols — and though the Lord warned them by every prophet and every seer, yet they would not listen but stiffened their neck, and finally forsook all the commandments of the Lord — then the Lord was very angry with Israel and removed them out of His sight' (2 Kings 17:7-19). Sin can bring down any kingdom — whether Canaanite, Israelite, or any other.

    This should teach us all to watch our lives and make it our concern to turn away from sin — especially great, notorious, and crying sins. The sins of a people are like worms and decay eating away the strength and life of a nation. And those who govern and lead nations should learn from this to pursue the reformation of their people, especially with regard to serious sins. Open profanity, immorality, oppression, injustice, extortion, cruelty, and exploitation — any or all of these sins, if they take hold in a nation, are capable of overturning even the most well-established kingdom on earth. They will eventually, no matter what power or policy men use to prevent it, cause the land to expel its inhabitants. And in the meantime — let the clever minds of men judge as they will — it will prove true that the sinful and irreverent person is the worst friend to a nation, and the godly and conscientious person is its best friend and most loyal member.

    So much for the second point in Abraham's obedience — its purpose.

    The third and final point is the manner of his obedience, expressed in these words: 'And he went out, not knowing where he was going.'

    The manner of Abraham's departure from his country would seem strange to human reason — indeed, the world would call it outright foolishness for a man to leave a certainty for an uncertainty. But a question may be raised: how can the apostle say that Abraham did not know where he was going, when those words do not appear in the Old Testament account? Does this practice allow for traditions beyond Scripture?

    My first answer is this: we reject no traditions that are consistent with Scripture and the overall pattern of faith. Those that are consistent with either, we accept — though not as Scripture itself.

    Second, when the apostles in the New Testament add details to an Old Testament account that were not previously written down — as Paul does with the Egyptian sorcerers Jannes and Jambres in 2 Timothy 3:8 — those details, by being included in the apostolic writings, are to be held as Scripture, not merely as tradition. The apostles had the same Spirit of God that inspired the Old Testament writers, and what they inserted carries the same authority. In the same way, three lines quoted by Paul from pagan poets (Acts 17:28; 1 Corinthians 15:33; Titus 1:12) now carry divine truth that they did not have before he cited them.

    But some will say the apostles received these details from the Old Testament through oral tradition, since they were not written down.

    My answer is: we may freely grant that possibility without losing anything. It is equally likely — or even more likely — that they received such things by direct inspiration rather than by tradition.

    Third, for this particular detail, the apostle had the substance of it from the Genesis account itself. God said to Abraham: 'Go out from your country... to the land that I will show you.' He named no specific land — He only said He would show him one. So Abraham went out at God's direction. God knew where he was going, but Abraham did not. He knew well the land he was leaving, but he did not know the land he would receive.

    But an objection may be raised: is it not clear from Genesis 12:5 that Abraham and Sarah and all their possessions 'departed to go to the land of Canaan, and to the land of Canaan they came'? Therefore, the objection goes, he did know where he was going — he was going to Canaan.

    My answer is this: it is true that Abraham went out with the purpose and confidence that he would inherit a land promised to him by God — but a land not yet named to him. When Genesis says 'he went out to go to the land of Canaan,' this is said with reference to the outcome, when he had already arrived there — not with reference to the original promise made at his departure. Or it reflects the perspective of Moses writing the account, not what God had revealed to Abraham at the time. That Abraham did not know which land God meant until he arrived there is clear from verse 7, where it says that after Abraham had traveled through the entire land and came into Canaan, God appeared to him and said, 'To your offspring I will give this land.' God had never named it to him before that moment. This is why we read earlier that he believed and obeyed on the basis of a general promise. But when God specifically identified the land, Abraham responded with gratitude — and there he built an altar to God who had appeared to him.

    It is clear, then, that Abraham went out not knowing where he was going. This means Abraham did what the world would call outright foolishness. To leave known friends for strangers, a secure livelihood for an uncertain one — that is a poor choice by human reasoning. At the very least, the world would say, he should have asked God to name the land before giving up what he had. But Abraham asked no such questions and raised no such doubts. He believed and obeyed, and left his settled home at God's call — even though he did not know where he would sleep that night.

    This example of faithful Abraham has practical value for us.

    First, we learn that even when God's commands seem unreasonable or foolish, we must still obey them. Christ says: 'Unless one is born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God' (John 3:3). Paul says: 'If anyone among you thinks he is wise in this age, he must become foolish, so that he may become wise' (1 Corinthians 3:18). Christ says: 'If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself and follow Me' (Luke 9:23).

    But how can such commands be believed or carried out? How can human reason accept them? How can our natural inclinations perform them? The woman of Samaria reasoned the same way with Christ in John 4:11. When He told her He would give her living water, she replied: 'Sir, You have nothing to draw with and the well is deep; where then do You get that living water?' This is how we argue with God — raising human objections and weighing His commands on the scale of reason. In this way we misuse God and His word. This is also why we can hear and read God's word and gain nothing from it: we process it only through our reason and accept it no further than it agrees with our natural preferences. It is like a person standing under an awning during rain. However pure the water falling from heaven, none of it reaches him. In the same way, when the water of life from God's word ought to fall on our souls, to comfort our consciences and wash away our sins, we hold up our clever reasoning and careful distinctions like an awning — and the word slides away without ever doing its work in us. Instead, we must remember Abraham, the father of our faith. When we hear God's word, we must, like him, bring our reason into submission and put our natural impulses under its authority — measuring them by God's word, not measuring God's word by them. Where we cannot yield to God's commands by way of reason, we must yield through the obedience of faith. That is how God's word will do its gracious and powerful work in us.

    Second, we must learn that even when we see no visible benefit from obeying God's commands, we must still obey them. What visible benefit could Abraham have seen in leaving a secure livelihood for an uncertain one? Yet he obeyed and went, on the bare word of God alone, trusting that with God as his guide, he could not go wrong. In the same way, we must follow God sincerely and obey His commands, even when no immediate benefit appears. But some will object: should godly people be led about like blindfolded fools? Should they refuse all use of wisdom and practical judgment? That would only make them look ridiculous — easy prey for the wicked world to take advantage of.

    My answer is this: in all their dealings with other people in the world, godly people should use all their wisdom and observe things with open eyes. But in obeying God's commands, they should do as Abraham did — follow God's calling even when it seems to lead nowhere.

    In obeying God, we must act like a blind person following a guide through forests and rocky terrain, over hills and through valleys, through dangerous places — taking no notice of obstacles, fearing nothing, simply following and trusting the guide who has eyes for them when they have none for themselves. We must follow God's calling and give full obedience to His commands, fearing nothing, trusting in the faithfulness of His power, and being fully convinced that with Him as our guide we will not be led astray. To do this is true faith.

    But how contrary to this is the common practice of the world! People deal with God as they might deal with an untrustworthy merchant — they won't trust him without some guarantee as security. In the same way, people will not obey God's commands beyond the point where religion serves their own interests, and they will not trust and follow God without the assurance of immediate profit or pleasure. In fact, most people treat God no better than they would treat a suspected thief in their house. If a person known for stealing is in your sight, you trust him — but the moment he is out of sight, you assume he is stealing. So too, when people can see the means of God's providence clearly before them, they will take His word and trust it. But otherwise, they excuse themselves — they cannot trust Him beyond what they can see. If God's commands suit their preferences and seem profitable, they will obey. If not, they ignore them entirely — or at best, they hesitate and take their own time. And if God's ways seem pleasant and beneficial to them, they walk in them. Otherwise, they leave them and walk in their own ways.

    This is why people in times of trouble run to fortune-tellers and those who claim hidden knowledge. Others deal dishonestly and deceptively. Others work on the Sabbath day. By these crooked and unlawful means, they try to enrich themselves and accomplish their goals. Why all this? Simply because God's commands do not suit their purposes or serve their profit — and so they refuse to obey them.

    If such people had been in Abraham's situation, they would never have gone out not knowing where they were going. They would have argued the matter with God and thought it the height of wisdom to pause carefully before giving up a certainty for an uncertainty. But Abraham saw it the other way around — he thought it foolish to argue with God, and so he gave complete obedience. For this reason, he and his faith are celebrated to this day, more than three thousand years later, and will be celebrated until the end of the world.

    This was the obedience of faith — and this is what it means to be a true subject of God's kingdom. If a king calls a person away from his own affairs to serve at court, who would refuse to leave what he has and trust the king's word? In the same way, who should refuse to set aside his own wisdom and rely on God's promise and word, obeying His commands even when no immediate benefit is apparent? If we do this, we may be sure of having what we need in this life — and we will be true children of faithful Abraham.

    So much for the first example of Abraham's faith.


  Commentary

  • • •

    This is the second example of Abraham's faith and the fifth in the overall sequence. It concerns Abraham's remaining and dwelling in the land to which God had called him — which he also did by faith. Just as he went out of his own country and came into Canaan by the power and leading of his faith, so by that same faith he stayed and lived in that land.

    This passage has two parts: 1. The action of Abraham's faith, in verse 9. 2. The reason for that action, in verse 10.

    The action in verse 9 is described in two ways.

    1. It is stated as his remaining in the land of Promise. 2. It is developed through two circumstances: first, the manner in which he lived there, described in two points: (1) as a stranger in a foreign country, and (2) as one who lived in tents rather than permanent houses. Second, the persons with whom he lived: with Isaac and Jacob, who were fellow heirs of the same promise.

    The first point is his dwelling in the land of Canaan, which is here called the land of Promise.

    By faith he dwelt in the land of Promise.


    Canaan is here called the land of Promise because it had been promised to him in the preceding verse, as we noted. The meaning is that he lived and remained in that land which had been promised to him when he left his own country. Abraham did not know the name of that land when he departed, nor until he arrived there. Then God told him: 'This is the land I will give to you and your offspring' (Genesis 12:7). In this promised land, Abraham dwelt and remained for the rest of his life — a hundred years.

    In this action of Abraham, there are three specific points.

    1. He dwelt in Canaan. 2. Canaan was the land of Promise. 3. He dwelt there by faith.

    For the first point:

    Concerning Abraham's dwelling in Canaan, several questions may be raised.

    First, how is it true that he dwelt there, given that the account in Genesis shows he also dwelt in Egypt (Genesis 12:10) and in Gerar (Genesis 20:1)?

    The answer is: the text does not mean he never left. It means he lived and died there — it was his principal residence and regular home, to which he always returned when anything drew him away.

    Furthermore, he only went to Egypt when driven by a compelling necessity he could not otherwise address — a famine, as stated in Genesis 12:10: 'Now there was a famine in the land; so Abram went down to Egypt to sojourn there.' Two things are clear from this: first, the reason was extraordinary; second, he did not go to settle there but only to stay temporarily and then return home.

    This teaches us that just as a person should not leave the place where God has appointed him to live except for good and sufficient reasons, so when those reasons cease, he should not linger away but return promptly to his regular home. God intends for a person to live at home. A restless desire to always be elsewhere is a sign of an unstable mind and a wandering spirit.

    Birds fly out from their nests but return to them at night. In the same way, people should seek to minimize unnecessary time away from home, and when they must be away, let it be for as short a time as possible. As it is a mark of a loose woman, Proverbs 7:11, that 'her feet do not remain at home,' so it is a mark of an unsteady man to be pulled away from home on every occasion.

    We must follow holy Abraham, who is here commended for remaining and dwelling in the country God had given him.

    Furthermore, this example of Abraham's faith exposes wandering vagabonds as faithless and ungodly people. Our land — through the misuse of peace and prosperity — is full of such people. Ask them where they live, and they claim to have little fixed dwelling. But look more closely and they have the widest dwelling of all — they live everywhere and nowhere; they consider it bondage to be tied to one town or one parish, and think it freedom to roam wherever they please. These people are parasites on the community and the worst robbers of the poor there are. Common thieves steal from the rich, but these steal from the poor — taking what the genuinely poor should receive. They are of no benefit to the church or the nation, but do great harm to both. A finger cut off from the hand serves no purpose. In the same way, a person living outside his calling and out of his proper place is of no use in the community.

    It will be well for our church and nation when we have laws — and the enforcement of them — that correct this disorder, confining every person to his own place of residence and allowing no one to live in the kingdom without belonging to some parish. For we may be sure: so many wandering vagrants, so many blemishes on our government.

    Third, since Abraham's dwelling in this land was a fruit of his faith, it teaches us that uncertainty about one's place of residence is not a good sign but a bad one. Many people, when they travel, never stay in one place twice. Their residence is never fixed — now in the north, now in the south; now in this parish, now in that; now in this jurisdiction, now in another; sometimes in the city, sometimes in the country. Who are these people? Either those who are in debt and intend to deal dishonestly with their creditors; or those who are criminals and are trying to escape legal accountability; or those who hold to false religion and are using this method to hide, avoiding the law — some by slipping from one parish, diocese, county, or region to another, evading all authority; others by lurking in large cities and living as transients rather than as registered members of any parish, unseen and unnoticed in the crowds. Those in authority should pay all the closer attention to such people, the more craftily they try to slip out from under oversight. And such people should know that by this very practice they reveal themselves as unfaithful — either to God, or to their fellow men, or to both — since God here commends Abraham for dwelling in the very place God appointed him. And so much for this question.

    Another question may be raised: how could Abraham lawfully dwell in Canaan, given that it was a land full of idolatry? One might argue that this justifies Christians living in lands given over to false religion.

    The answer is that Abraham did not do this on his own initiative or for any worldly reason, but by God's specific command and calling. Without that warrant, his choice would not have been defensible. Therefore his example cannot serve as authorization for anyone else to do the same without an equivalent calling from God.

    But how could Abraham be protected from the corrupting influence of idolaters while living among them? The answer is twofold.

    First, the God who called him there also preserved him there. Second, Abraham lived in that country but kept very limited contact with its people, engaging with them only when necessary for ordinary civil affairs. By this means he avoided the danger of spiritual infection.

    From this we learn that anyone who finds himself in such a place without harm to his conscience must first be sure he has a genuine calling and warrant from God to live there. Second, he should deal with those given to false religion carefully and sparingly — and in this way he will preserve himself from occasions of evil, as Abraham did. Abraham lived in an idolatrous country and, while not without danger, suffered no injury to his faith. So we see that Abraham dwelt in the land of Canaan.

    Now second, this land is called the land of Promise — that is, the land previously promised to Abraham by God when He called him out of his own country. It is likely that the apostle did not coin this name himself but that it was already known among the patriarchs by that title — and that Abraham himself was the first to call it so. Looking out over it and considering its richness and excellence, he would always have remembered and said to himself, 'This land is promised to me — it is mine by promise.' In this assurance he rested and found contentment, even without possessing it.

    Here we see the excellence of true faith, which rests on God's promises even when they remain unfulfilled. A land of promise was enough for Abraham; he left the actual possession to his descendants. Such faith is hard to find in the world today. We look for land in hand — an immediate possession. A land of promise is not enough for us. But let us labor to practice faith, to draw comfort from God's promises, and to leave the timing of their fulfillment to God.

    Third, he dwelt in this land by faith. No wonder — for if it had not been by faith, he would never have stayed in a place where he had not so much as a spot for his tent without borrowing it, nor a place to bury his dead without purchasing it. This was against all human reason — yet by faith he dwelt there, just as by faith he had left his own country, which had also been against human reason. Here again the power of faith is shown to be great enough to carry a person over every obstacle to obedience, giving him victory not over one but over all objections, and enabling him to do not just one but many things that are contrary to worldly wisdom.

    We must examine here whether we have a true and sound faith. If we do, then we must not merely perform a few acts of faith, or resolve to die in faith — we must live by faith throughout the entire course of our lives. As the apostle says, 'We walk by faith, not by sight' (2 Corinthians 5:7). He says the same of himself in Galatians 2:20: 'I live by faith in the Son of God.' He does not say he hopes to die in faith, but that he lives by it. And in the earlier passage he does not say we should take a step or two in faith — we must walk by faith, which implies a continual and sustained action. This is why Peter says God's children 'are protected by the power of God through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed' (1 Peter 1:5). Two things are affirmed here about faith: first, faith preserves a person through to salvation, through every obstacle — whether inward temptations or outward trials that the devil or the world can place in his path. This work of preservation is one of the greatest in the world, and so it is rightly attributed to God. His power preserves us — but through faith. Second, it is implied that we must therefore work to keep faith with us always — to cherish and maintain the very thing that is keeping us and will bring us safely to salvation. David was an excellent example of this. No one was more tested and tossed about than he, yet he always drew near to God (Psalm 73:28). It is true that at one point he said 'all men are liars' — but that was in his alarm (Psalm 116:11). And at another time he said, 'I am cut off from Your sight' — but that was in his haste (Psalm 31:22). Those were moments when the force of emotion or the violence of temptation swept him off course. But his settled way of life was always the life of faith.

    In the same way, we must not expect to live in self-indulgence and die in faith. We must live by faith in all our actions from one day to the next — meditating daily on God's promises, believing them, resting on them, applying their general truths to our own lives, and practicing faith by keeping a tender conscience toward sin and cultivating patience and endurance. Doing this, we will be children of faithful Abraham, who first by faith left his own country, and then by faith continued to dwell in the land of Canaan. So much for the action of his faith: he dwelt in the land of Promise. Now follow the circumstances of the action — two of them: 1. The manner how. 2. The persons with whom.

    The manner is described in two points: 1. As a stranger. 2. As one who lived in tents.

    The first point regarding the manner is expressed in these words: as in a foreign country.

    The meaning is that he regarded Canaan as a foreign land and considered himself a stranger in it. Against this, an objection may be raised: Abraham was on friendly terms with Mamre, Aner, and Eshcol — three powerful men of that country — and he entered into alliance with them (Genesis 14:13). This seems to suggest he did not live as a stranger at all.

    Some have argued that Mamre, Aner, and Eshcol were not Canaanites but relatives of Abraham who happened to bear different names. But the text is plain that Mamre was an Amorite and the other two were his brothers. The better answer is that in all likelihood all three were converts. Through Abraham's godly influence, they had renounced idolatry and come to know the true God. They joined Abraham in worshiping God and became his converts — and on that basis Abraham rightly maintained close friendship with them. Two things support this conclusion.

    First, Genesis 14:13 says they were allied with Abraham, and their actions proved it — they joined forces with him and helped him in the war against the kings (Genesis 14:24).

    Second, Genesis 14:13 says Abraham was living on Mamre's land — he was, in effect, Mamre's tenant. It is more than probable that Abraham would not have placed himself in such dependence on these men unless they had been true believers who shared his religion.

    This does not prevent Abraham from having been a stranger to the broader population — and indeed, it is exactly what Abraham says of himself to some of the Canaanites in Genesis 23:4: 'I am a stranger and a sojourner among you.'

    But one may then ask: why did Abraham choose to live among the Canaanites as a stranger and a temporary resident?

    The answer involves several reasons. First, he had been given title to that land but not yet possession of it. He was therefore content with what God had given him and did not press any claim to actual ownership during his lifetime. Instead, he rented or borrowed the land from Mamre where he lived (Genesis 14:13), and he purchased a burial site from the Hittites (Genesis 23:3 and following).

    This teaches us all not to be too impatient in seeking what may indeed be our right. People should not set their own timetables or appoint themselves as the agents of their own advancement, but leave their affairs to God's ordering and move no further than they see God going before them. Abraham had to be a stranger in his own land — and sometimes you too must be content to remain, for a time, a stranger to that which is rightfully yours.

    Second, the people of Canaan were for the most part pagan idolaters, and Abraham limited his contact with them as much as possible. If Abraham chose to be a stranger in his own country rather than live in close company with idolaters, this shows how little faith and even less conscience is displayed by those who are perfectly content to settle in the midst of false religion where they have no calling to be, and to mix freely with its practitioners without any twinge of conscience. Abraham made himself a stranger at home in order to avoid idolatry — but such people make themselves at home in a foreign land specifically to entangle themselves in idolatry. These are not the children of Abraham.

    These were Abraham's own reasons for living as he did.

    But there is a third reason — a more spiritual one — which God had in causing Abraham to live in Canaan as a stranger: to teach all Christians their duty until the end of the world.

    Abraham is the father of the faithful (Romans 4:11), and it is our honor to be called his children. We must therefore follow our father in his faith and in the practice of it. We must live in this world as pilgrims and strangers — even in the midst of all our peace and prosperity, our freedom, our wealth, our lands and possessions, our friends and worldly connections. If this seems hard to understand, the practice of it consists in six specific actions.

    First, we must not immerse ourselves in the pleasures of this world. Pilgrims take little delight in the places they pass through, because they know they are not home. This is Peter's point: 'Beloved, I urge you as strangers and aliens to abstain from fleshly lusts, which wage war against the soul' (1 Peter 2:11). Excessive indulgence in bodily pleasures smothers the grace of God in us, unleashes sin, and gives life to all our corrupting tendencies.

    Second, we must 'use the world as though we did not use it' — that is, even in our enjoyment of the necessary comforts and pleasures of this life. These are the apostle's own words in 1 Corinthians 7:31. For the pilgrim passing through a foreign land does not preoccupy himself with the goods and attractions of that country. He uses as much as he needs, but his thoughts are on his own homeland. So too we, even in our best circumstances — at our most prosperous, in the midst of our wealth and pleasures — should lift our thoughts above all of it and keep our minds in heaven, the place of our true home. This is also the apostle's exhortation in Philippians 3:20. Worldly people make their appetite their god — that is, they drown themselves so deeply in earthly pleasures that they forget any other God or any other heaven. But we must not do so. 'Our citizenship is in heaven, from which also we eagerly wait for a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ.'

    Third, we must have a genuine and active concern to please God. All the earth is His, and we are only sojourners in His sight. As the pilgrim is careful to please the lord of the land he is passing through, so we must be eager to please the Lord — for as God says in Leviticus 25:23, 'The land is Mine; for you are but aliens and sojourners with Me.'

    Closely related to this is a fourth point: we must cast all our care on God, since He is Lord of the earth and we are merely pilgrims and sojourners. David says in Psalm 24:1: 'The earth is the Lord's and all it contains.' The same David confesses in Psalm 39:12 that he is a stranger before God and a sojourner as all his fathers were, and on that basis he asks God to hear his prayer, listen to his cry, and not remain silent at his tears — as if to say: since I dwell with You, it is Your place to hear my complaint. Just as a tenant neither worries about nor claims anything for himself but depends entirely on those with whom he lives, so we must cast all our care on God — for He cares for us. He is our landlord; we are His tenants and farmers. We hold the earth from Him not on a fixed lease but at His pleasure, as a loan. Let us therefore simply concern ourselves with pleasing this landlord and care for nothing else.

    Fifth, we must give continual thanks and praise to God for the good gifts we receive in this world — for everything is His, and we are only strangers. This is what all of God's people did in former times. Jacob said he was 'unworthy of all the lovingkindness' God had shown him. But there is one especially memorable example from David and the congregation in his day (1 Chronicles 29:13-16). After he had prepared abundantly for the building of the temple, he bowed before God and said in his own name and on behalf of the people: 'Both riches and honor come from You, and You rule over all... so now, our God, we thank You and praise Your glorious name. But who am I and who are my people that we should be able to offer as generously as this? For all things come from You, and from Your hand we have given You. For we are sojourners before You and strangers, as all our fathers were.' Gratitude is fitting for everyone, but especially for strangers. Just as pilgrims gratefully accept the kindness shown to them in a foreign land, so we must gratefully receive all the blessings God gives us in this world, where we are nothing more than strangers.

    Sixth and finally, we must press on toward the kingdom as a pilgrim presses on toward the end of his journey — or toward his own country — and until he arrives, is always thinking of it and longing for it. So we too — who are not permanent residents but temporary sojourners in these bodies of clay — must long for heaven, and as Paul says of himself, 'prefer to be absent from the body and to be at home with the Lord.' Strangers should not enjoy foreign countries so much that they forget their own. Christians must not love this world so much that they neglect or forget the world to come. If they do, they show themselves unworthy of it, and prove themselves not strangers as Abraham was here, but 'men of this world whose portion is in this life' (Psalm 17:14).

    By practicing these six things, people show themselves to be strangers in this world. This is how we must live — even in the midst of all worldly prosperity — if we ever hope to enjoy the glory of a better world. And in doing so, we will be children of faithful Abraham, who 'dwelt in the land of Canaan as in a foreign country.'

    As one who lived in tents.


    The second point about the manner of Abraham's dwelling in Canaan is that he built no permanent houses and made no orchards or gardens — he lived in tents. These were the kind of portable shelters used in warfare and still called by the same name today — tents or pavilions. Made not of wood or stone but of cloth, fabric, or animal skins, they could be set up quickly and taken down just as fast, and when a person moved on, he could carry his shelter with him. That Abraham lived this way is clear from the accounts written about him. Genesis 12:8 says he came to Bethel 'and there he pitched his tent.' Genesis 13:18 says 'he moved his tent.' In Genesis 18:1, God appeared to him 'as he was sitting at the entrance of his tent.' In verse 9, when asked where Sarah was, he answered, 'She is in the tent.' These tents are called 'his place' in Genesis 18:33 and 'his house' in Genesis 24:2. From all of this it is clear that he lived in tents — not only at first when he had just arrived and had not yet had time to build, but throughout the entirety of his life in the land of Canaan.

    But why did Abraham live in tents rather than build a house? Was it because there were no houses in those days? Not at all. Cities were being built even before the flood — Genesis 4:17 says Cain built a city. There were certainly many more afterward, including Sodom and all its neighboring cities. And even if they could not quarry natural stone, they had brick that they made themselves (Genesis 11:3). The people who built the massive tower of Babel (Genesis 11) were surely capable of building houses for themselves. Nor can it be claimed that those cities — Sodom, Gomorrah, and the rest — were nothing more than collections of tents. Genesis 19:3 says that Lot, who lived in Sodom, welcomed two angels 'into his house.' Verse 4 records that the Sodomites came and 'surrounded the house on all sides,' intending to seize them. When Lot refused to hand them over, 'they pressed hard against Lot and came near to break the door' — none of which would have been necessary if it had been a tent, which a child could cut through with a knife. It is clear, then, that houses existed in those days. Why then did Abraham build none? Was it because he was too poor? Not at all. Genesis 12:5 says he took with him from his own country 'all his possessions.' What those possessions were is detailed in Genesis 13:2: 'Abram was very rich in livestock, in silver and in gold.' His wealth was both great and of the finest kind. So he could have built a house — he simply chose not to. Was it out of pride, or a wish to appear different from others and maintain an eccentric way of life all his own? No. Abraham was not one of those people who approve of nothing unless they thought of it themselves, and think nothing worth doing if it is ordinary. He was a holy man and one whose faith was renowned. None of these were the reasons for his way of living.

    The real reasons why Abraham and the other holy patriarchs chose to live in tents rather than permanent houses were of two kinds: practical and spiritual.

    The practical reason was this:

    They considered themselves God's servants and depended on His word. Therefore they held themselves ready to move anywhere in the world whenever God called them. Since they could be required to relocate at any time — not knowing when or where — it was both most practical and most economical to live in tents, which could be set up quickly and taken down just as fast. Nor should it seem remarkable that they could endure the cold in such thin and simple shelters year-round, for the climate of that region was always mild enough and if anything inclined toward warmth rather than cold.

    The spiritual reason was this: they considered themselves strangers on earth, and therefore refused to build cities or permanent houses as though they intended to make the earth their permanent home. By living in tents, they expressed their desire to move on from earth to heaven — the sooner, the better. This was the practice of the Old Testament patriarchs — not because they thought it sinful to build cities or live in houses, but because they wanted to bear witness to their faith and their expectation of another world, in the midst of the godless age in which they lived, when almost no one remembered, regarded, or believed in a world to come.

    This was not Abraham's private practice alone. All holy men of that era lived in tents. Genesis 9:21 makes clear that Noah lived in a tent, even though at that time he was in a sense the patriarch of all humanity. Lot did the same, for as long as he lived with Abraham: Genesis 13:5 says 'Lot had flocks and herds and tents.' They did this because, as the apostle says, 'here we do not have a lasting city, but we are seeking the city which is to come' (Hebrews 13:14). They felt as though they constantly heard this voice ringing in their ears: 'Arise and depart, for this is no place of rest' (Micah 2:10).

    The wicked of the world, by contrast — because they settled their hopes in this world and cared for no other — immediately set about building houses and even entire cities, just as Cain did at the very beginning (Genesis 4:17). The Sodomites had a city with gates — for we read that 'Lot was sitting in the gate of Sodom when the two angels came to him' (Genesis 19:1-2). And the Canaanites had cities with exceptionally high walls (Numbers 13). But we find no record of God's people building cities until they had an established church of their own. Remarkably, God's promise to His people was in fact that 'they would come to dwell in cities they did not build' — cities built by worldly people and then given to them. And so we see the reasons why Abraham lived in tents. Now let us consider what we can learn from it.

    First, their practical use of tents teaches us frugality — that is, to use the comforts and blessings of this life soberly and sparingly, and to spend as little as possible on things that are consumed in the using: food, drink, clothing, and housing. What is spent on these things is spent only on ourselves, and once spent it is gone — so the less, the better. This is always provided that reasonable care is taken of our health, of the dignity appropriate to our position, and of our ability to fulfill the duties of our calling. Once those needs are adequately met, it is a Christian virtue to save wherever we can. The person who spends the least on luxuries will have the least to account for.

    This practice also teaches contentment with the station God has assigned us, and not straining too eagerly after greater wealth. These holy men were content to live in tents and temporary shelters even though they could have secured far more — for they were great and powerful men. Abraham had 318 fighting men in his household at all times. With them, and a little additional help, he defeated a coalition of kings and rescued Lot (Genesis 14:14). A man who dared to take on and defeat such a force — how many of the country's inhabitants could he have driven out of their homes? How many tenants could he have displaced? How much of the land could he have seized for himself? As much as he pleased. Yet he did none of this. Instead, recognizing himself as merely a tenant under God, he was content to let every man live quietly beside him and to dwell in tents himself — rather than encroach one step further than God had directed, even though he had the power to do so.

    This stands as a rebuke to the pride, greed, and ambition of those who join house to house, land to land, estate to estate, town to town — who care nothing about how many people's homes they pull down to build one of their own, and who give no thought to how many people are left without land and livelihood, as long as they themselves have their parks, pastures, gardens, orchards, and every luxury they can devise. These people are as far from Abraham's spirit as possible — he asked only for enough land to pitch his tent and graze his cattle, while they enclose and wall off for themselves what should by right be shared among many. What can await such people but what Isaiah pronounces: 'Woe to those who add house to house and join field to field, until there is no more room, so that you have to live alone in the midst of the land' (Isaiah 5:8).

    Third, Abraham's willingness to live always ready to depart at God's call shows that true faith never tries to set limits on God — neither on the severity nor the duration of trials — but submits entirely to His will, resolved and content to endure whatever trials God chooses to send, however great or however many. Human reason would say: I have left one country at God's word. If I am to leave another, I will never have any certainty or settled ground to stand on. But faith says: just as I left one country at God's call, so at His word I would leave twenty more. God has as good a reason to command me a second time as He did the first. His love cannot fail me. He may test me further, but He can never forsake me. This was Abraham's faith speaking. And Abraham was not alone in this. Job, though he cried out under the violence of his trial — 'The arrows of the Almighty are within me, their poison my spirit drinks; the terrors of God are arrayed against me' (Job 6:4) — yet when faith stepped in, he declared: 'Though He slay me, I will hope in Him... He also shall be my salvation' (Job 13:15). See how Abraham's faith would lead him from country to country, and Job's faith would carry him through life and death. And noble David was no less resolute. He was willing to lose his kingdom if God willed it (2 Samuel 15:26). 'If God says,' said David, 'I have no delight in you — here I am, let Him do to me, not what my reason might wish, but what seems good in His eyes.' In these holy men we see faith in action. True faith does not prescribe limits to God. And living this way, we have our true home in heaven even while we live on earth. We should do this all the more because the world around us is filled with people who, as the apostle says, 'set their minds on earthly things.' It is difficult to be unlike the world and to go against the crowd and common example. But we must remember we are Abraham's children — and children should strive to resemble their father, not the common multitude. What a good father does alone should move a good child more than what the many do.

    Third, observe how Abraham, though God had promised him only the land of Canaan — a temporal inheritance — looked further and waited for a heavenly city. He did this through faith. Knowing that Canaan was a type and shadow of heaven, he used the earthly promise as a springboard to contemplate the heavenly reality, and in the promise of the earthly inheritance he grasped the heavenly one. This is the true and Christian use of all God's blessings in this life: to see through them to the better things stored up in heaven and foreshadowed by them. People use spectacles when reading — not to look at the spectacles themselves, but to see other things clearly through them. In the same way, Christians should use all temporal blessings to look through them toward the spiritual and eternal things that are promised and prefigured by the temporal. This is in fact how Christ teaches us in the Lord's Prayer — directing us to pray first for temporal blessings in the fourth petition, and then for eternal ones in the fifth and sixth, as though the one were a doorway leading to the other. This is also why the prophets so commonly expressed spiritual blessings in the language of temporal ones, and treated earthly deliverances as figures of spiritual ones, often using the two interchangeably — because the holy people of the old church never rested in any temporal promise or blessing but always rose from it to contemplate something higher. How sad, then, is the practice of worldly people, who take God's blessings and daily abuse them: using food for gluttony, clothing for pride, learning for vanity, speech for flattery, intelligence for deception, authority for personal revenge, and their callings as tools of oppression — when all these things were given to help us serve God, grow in faith, and move toward heaven. These people look at God's gifts with the eye of reason and no further. But if they looked at them with the eye of faith, as Abraham did, they would learn to put them to a heavenly and spiritual use, as he did.

    Finally, observe from the reason given and from Abraham's practice: having received the promise of Canaan, he waited for heaven. Now, no one waits for something unless he has hope of it — and no one truly and properly hopes for something unless he has assurance of it. As the apostle says, 'Hope does not disappoint' (Romans 5:5). Not the hope of this world — that has disappointed more people than any other thing. But hope in God has never let anyone down. No one who hoped in God went away empty-handed. It is therefore clear that hope of heaven carries with it assurance — and that assurance must be personal to each believer, just as the faith on which it rests is personal.

    Roman Catholics object that this is true of Abraham — he had not only hope but full assurance — but that this came through an extraordinary direct revelation. Therefore, they say, Abraham is a unique case and his private revelation provides no general basis for others to claim the same assurance.

    We answer from Paul's own words in Romans 4:11: Abraham is the father of the faithful, and his faith is the pattern for all Christians to follow. Otherwise, why does the apostle go to such lengths to exalt and hold up Abraham's faith more than 1,300 years after his death? Was it only to honor Abraham, and not also to call us to follow him? Therefore every person who walks in the steps of holy Abraham may come with him to that measure of faith by which he may wait for heaven with the assurance of enjoying it.

    Now let us consider the specific description of the heaven that Abraham waited for.

    A city having a foundation, whose maker and builder is God.


    This description has three parts: 1. It is called a city. 2. It has a foundation. 3. God made and built it.

    For the first point:

    Abraham by faith waited for heaven. But which heaven? For Scripture speaks of three heavens, or three distinct realms called heaven.

    The first is the atmosphere in which we live and breathe — where birds fly and clouds move.

    The second is the expanse in which the stars are set.

    The third is above both of these and is invisible — the throne of God's glory, where God reveals His majesty in a special way to people and angels. This is the heaven Abraham waited for. He already lived in the first; and he understood the second as well as almost any man — it is widely believed he was a gifted astronomer. It was therefore the third and highest heaven he looked forward to — the one he knew this world could not give him, and so he expected it in the world to come.

    This heaven, which was Abraham's hope, is described as a city.

    A city, properly speaking, is a place built for human habitation — enclosed by walls and laid out with streets and houses. Heaven — the state of God's people in eternity — is not literally a city, but as Scripture elsewhere describes it using various images (a house, a tabernacle, a temple, an inheritance, a kingdom), so here it is called a city. The resemblance between heaven and a city consists especially in four points.

    1. A city has many houses — large, small, and suited for all kinds of people. So in heaven there are 'many rooms' (John 14:2) — places of glory for all. No one needs to fear that they will not find complete joy and perfect happiness there.

    2. A city was built and originally intended for this purpose: that many citizens could live together in harmony and friendship. So the kingdom of heaven is a heavenly city, where God's people will live in perfect peace and love — each filled with joy in himself and in one another.

    3. The excellence of a city consists in having good laws, good rulers to enforce them, and good citizens who live in willing submission and obedience. The kingdom of heaven is therefore the most perfect city: God's laws are the only laws there, and they will be written on people's hearts. Each one will be a sufficient governor of himself, and yet all will be subject to God — and God will be all in all to each of them.

    4. A city is a place where all the necessities and comforts of life are gathered together. Different parts of the countryside may have different resources, but in the city all things are available — either brought in from outside or produced within. So in heaven are found all dimensions of perfection and all elements of happiness, making the state of God's children there infinitely blessed.

    Such is the glorious city that was Abraham's hope.

    Now for the application of this.

    First, is heaven such a city? Here is a remarkable comfort for the poor and ordinary person living the simple life of the countryside — tilling the ground or tending livestock — who has perhaps never seen, or at least never tasted, the pleasures and attractions of great cities. If such a person serves God and keeps a good conscience, here is his joy: he will be a citizen of the high and heavenly Jerusalem — that city which was the hope of God's holy people in every generation.

    Second, this should speak to the people of great, populous, and celebrated cities of this world — they must also labor to become citizens of heaven. For heaven is a city too, and the finest earthly cities are only shadows of it. It should put to shame those who are absorbed in the pleasures and luxuries of earthly cities and give no thought to 'the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem,' as it is called in Hebrews 12:22. But it seems such shame has little effect. For where else are security-seeking, self-indulgence, irreverence, and oppression as common as in these great cities? Even in the apostles' day, the country town of Berea was more earnest and devout than the wealthy and famous city of Thessalonica (Acts 17:11). The same is generally true today, especially in country places where sound teaching and knowledge are present. But let such cities understand that because they have greater resources, better opportunities, and a name that ought itself to remind them of heaven and make them love it, they will also face greater judgment if they despise it.

    Finally, cities are places of privilege and freedom. Every great city has notable liberties and honors attached to it, and people greatly desire to be made free citizens of such places — as can be seen in London, Rome, Venice, and elsewhere. Even the greatest people are glad to hold citizenship in such cities. Many seek it and pay dearly for it, or at least work long to obtain it.

    But heaven is the city of cities — the perfection of beauty and true happiness. Therefore let everyone who desires either honor or happiness labor and strive to be a citizen of heaven, and never rest until they know they are. And those who live in earthly cities, whenever someone is made a freeman of the city — as happens daily — should remember what a blessing it would be to be made a citizen of the glorious city above. And they should consider how little their earthly citizenship will profit them if they lack this, which was the hope and joy of Abraham and all God's people.

    Going further: the city that Abraham's faith waited for is described in two ways: 1. It has a foundation. 2. God made and built it.

    For the first: the heavenly Jerusalem has a foundation unlike anything any earthly city possesses. By this phrase, the Holy Spirit indicates to us two properties of heaven: 1. The state of heaven is unchangeable. 2. It is everlasting and eternal.

    First, the state of the elect in heaven and their glory there is not subject to decay or the slightest alteration. This appears in the magnificent description of the heavenly Jerusalem in Revelation 21:10-21: 'It had a great, high wall with twelve gates and twelve angels at the gates... The wall had twelve foundations adorned with twelve kinds of precious stones... The wall was built of jasper, and the city was pure gold, clear as glass.' Its nature is pictured through precious stones and gold, signifying both its durability and its excellence. In Psalm 15:1 it is called 'the mountain of God's holiness.' Mountains are not easily moved, and so David says that 'Mount Zion cannot be moved but remains forever' (Psalm 125:1). Now, if that is true of Mount Zion in this world — which must be understood either literally, as the state of the visible church that cannot be utterly overthrown, or spiritually, as the state of God's grace in a believer's soul that cannot be wholly and finally lost — then how much more is it true of the state of glory in heaven, of the triumphant church, of the heavenly Zion, that it is so unchangeable, so durable, so unmovable that it cannot be shaken but stands firm forever. It is well then that the apostle says here it 'has a foundation' — which the Holy Spirit in Revelation describes as having twelve foundations.

    Second, the state of the elect in heaven is not only certain but everlasting — without end. Psalm 37:18 says 'the inheritance of the godly is forever.' And Peter writes in 1 Peter 1:4 that the inheritance reserved in heaven for us is 'imperishable and will not fade away.' It will not fade away — there is its unchangeableness. It is imperishable — there is its eternity. This is what is meant by having a foundation, for in this world the longer a thing endures, the stronger its foundation. Since the heavenly city has such a foundation, it is no wonder that it endures forever.

    Put these two qualities together and they reveal the perfect excellence of that city, which is both unchangeable and eternal. From this we learn the vast difference between the state of that world and the present world in which we now live. What is there in this world, however excellent, precious, costly, or beautifully made, that is not subject to change and ultimately to dissolution? The longest day ends in night, and the longest life ends in death after many sorrows and upheavals. The longest-lasting empires and mightiest kingdoms reached their end after many transformations. The most magnificent and strongest cities ended in ruin after civil wars, massacres, and other catastrophes. There is no glory, no strength, no happiness — nothing at all in this world that is either constant or lasting. Everything is subject to final destruction in the end, and to painful change in the meantime. This world and the best things in it rest on a weak foundation. But the glory of heaven rests on such a foundation that it is both unchangeable and eternal.

    Recognizing this difference between earth and heaven has many practical applications. First, we see how reasonable is the apostle's counsel in 1 Timothy 6:17: 'Instruct those who are rich in this present world not to be conceited or to fix their hope on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who richly supplies us with all things to enjoy.' What a misery and foolishness it is to set one's hope on what is uncertain and will ultimately disappoint! The apostle tells them what to do instead: 'Do good, be rich in good works, be generous and ready to share, storing up for themselves the treasure of a good foundation for the future, so that they may take hold of that which is truly life.' That is, let them spend their wealth in holiness and generosity so that they may in the end inherit heaven — the city that has a foundation. And who would not gladly spend riches that are so uncertain in exchange for heaven, which is so certain a glory?

    Second, this teaches us to follow the counsel of Christ in Matthew 6:19-20: 'Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in or steal.' Every person naturally must have a treasure — the thing on which his heart is set. And nothing is worthy of a person's heart if it can be lost at any moment. Let us make heaven our treasure, whose glory is both eternal and unchangeable.

    Furthermore, since nothing in this world is certain, we must learn to seek sound comfort where it can actually be found. Look for it in this world and it will fail you. But seek it in the sincere worship of God, and it will give you such comfort in this life, and such glory in heaven, as truly 'has a foundation' and will never let you down.

    This should also bring to mind the counsel of Solomon: 'Remember your Creator in the days of your youth' (Ecclesiastes 12:1). Since this world is so uncertain and our lives rest on so weak a foundation that we cannot be sure of reaching old age, every person should hear the conclusion of the whole matter: 'fear God and keep His commandments' — and the sooner, the better. For otherwise, for the sake of a little foolish and fleeting pleasure that has no foundation, we will risk losing that glorious city which has a sure foundation.

    The description continues: 'whose maker and builder is God.'

    The second point in this description of the heavenly city is that God was its maker, builder, and author. These two words — maker and builder — mean essentially the same thing, and it is unnecessary to try to distinguish between them. The meaning is simply this: God made and prepared the glory of heaven. And since it is called a city, and cities must be built, then God is its builder. The heavenly Jerusalem is a glorious city — and no wonder, for God made it.

    This is plain from Scripture. Psalm 136:5 says that 'God by wisdom made the heavens.' Here again is a fundamental difference between this world and the glory of heaven: the cities of this world were built by human beings, but heaven was built by God Himself. Human skill and ingenuity built the cities of the earth — and sometimes human greed or other sin drove the work, as is clear from the very beginning: Cain, a covetous, cruel, and ambitious man, built the first city in the world (Genesis 4:17). But holy and godly people do not have the honor of being builders of heaven. They are its citizens — but God alone is its author and builder.

    No one should doubt this simply because the third heaven is invisible. Angels are also invisible, yet they are God's creatures. Furthermore, our creed teaches that God is the Creator of all things, both visible and invisible.

    One might ask why God made it, since He made all things for humanity, and in this life no person sees or makes use of it. The answer is that God made it for two purposes.

    First, to be His own glorious dwelling place — not as though His being were confined there, but as the place where His glory is most fully displayed and where it dwells in a special sense. For this reason it is called 'His throne' in Isaiah 66, and in the Lord's Prayer Christ Himself teaches us to address God as 'our Father who is in heaven.' Just as princes build palaces to display their power and greatness and to have a residence fitting their dignity, so God made the third heaven as the throne of His glory.

    Second, He also made it for the benefit of His creatures. He made that heaven to reveal His majesty and glory to His rational creatures — angels and human beings — and by showing them His glory, to glorify them. 'In Your presence is fullness of joy' (Psalm 16:11). In this sense it is true that God made all things for humanity — as He made humanity for Himself — namely, everything either for the soul or the body or both; either for use in this life or in the life to come. So the third heaven was made for human use — not in this life, but in the life to come: for the soul until the last judgment, and after that, for both soul and body together.

    From this we draw several lessons.

    First, since the third heaven — which no human eye has ever seen — is here plainly affirmed to have been made by God, we learn that it is one of God's creatures, not something eternal. Some hold that it is coeternal with God, arguing as follows: God is eternal; He must exist somewhere; and heaven is God's dwelling place — therefore it is coeternal with Him. But the answer from God's word is this: although heaven is the throne and seat of God's glory, and the place where He most fully reveals and magnifies His glory, it is not the place of His essential being — for that is infinite and beyond all comprehension. It is contrary to Christian faith to imagine God's being as contained or confined to any place. As Solomon prayed: 'But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Behold, heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain You, how much less this house which I have built' (1 Kings 8:27).

    Nor does it matter that we do not know on which day of creation the third heaven was made, or that it is not specifically named among the works of creation. The same is true of the angels. God, in His wisdom, chose to name only visible creatures in the creation account, even though we know from our creeds and from God's word itself that He is the Creator of all things, both visible and invisible. Therefore, even though we do not know what day the third heaven was made, it is enough that the text here plainly says it was made and built by God Himself. From this it necessarily follows that it is a creature and not coeternal with the Godhead.

    Second, here we see the weakness of one of the most common arguments used to defend the doctrines of ubiquity and consubstantiation. Proponents of that view argue that Christ is bodily present in the Eucharist, and they prove it this way: Christ is in heaven, and He is God. But heaven is everywhere, because God is everywhere, and wherever God is, there heaven is -- just as wherever the king is, there is his court. Therefore Christ can be present in the Sacrament while still being in heaven.

    I answer: the foundational claim is false. Heaven is not everywhere, for if it were, then heaven would also be in hell -- which is absurd, confused, and impious to say. God's presence is indeed everywhere, and wherever His presence is, His power is also -- just as wherever a king is present, his authority and power are there too, and justice can be administered. In that sense, wherever the king is, his court is there. But if you mean by 'court' one specific royal residence, then the saying no longer holds true. For just as a king's power extends wherever he is present, and yet he may have one palace more magnificent and splendid than all the rest -- which may be called his court by excellence above all others -- and that court is not wherever the king happens to be, but in a fixed and certain place that does not move --

    So God's power and glory extend everywhere, and yet His most glorious court -- the third heaven -- is not everywhere but has a specific, appointed place where God's glory shines more brightly than anywhere else.

    Furthermore, if heaven in the proper sense is everywhere, then it would be God Himself -- for whatever is everywhere must be divine. And indeed some advocates of this position have said as much, or nearly so. But if the Holy Spirit may settle this dispute, He tells us plainly here that God is the maker and builder of it. Therefore it is certainly not God, but one of God's creatures.

    Third and finally, let us consider the description of heaven contained in these two words: maker and builder. God made it -- that is, it is one of His creatures, made just like the rest of creation. And He built it -- that is, as the word implies, He made it with skill and care, pouring His wisdom into its construction. Although we should not imagine any substantial difference between these two words in subject matter, they differ in emphasis, and that distinction is worth noting.

    Here we learn that the third heaven is like a masterwork in which the supreme craftsman put forth all His art and displayed all His skill. The highest heaven is a place of surpassing glory that exceeds all other creatures in splendor and excellence, because God's glory, skill, and wisdom shine there more brightly than in any other created thing. No wonder, then, that the Holy Spirit says elsewhere: Things which eye has not seen and ear has not heard, and which have not entered the heart of man -- all that God has prepared for those who love Him (1 Corinthians 2:9). Paul himself, though he was given the honor of being caught up to this third heaven and of seeing and hearing its glory, could not afterward express what he had witnessed. This was foreshadowed in the temple of Jerusalem, which was the wonder and beauty of the ancient world. For its construction, God both selected the most skilled craftsmen and endowed them with extraordinary gifts -- namely, Bezaleel and Aholiab. Just as the temple was therefore the most excellent work of human hands ever made in this world, so the highest heaven -- which was mystically foreshadowed by Solomon's temple -- is the most excellent of all the works of God.

    The practical application of this teaching must not be overlooked.

    First, if heaven is such an excellent and glorious place, we must all strive to get there, for above all things it is worth seeking. People come from every part of the country to live in great towns and prosperous cities. They work to become citizens there and to secure citizenship for their children. Even the greatest people choose to have their houses in or near such cities, so that even if they cannot always live there, they may visit whenever they please. Why all this? First, because such cities are beautiful and pleasing to the eye. Second, because they are filled with the best company. Third, because they are stocked with everything a person needs for life -- necessities, comforts, and pleasures. Fourth, because they come with many privileges and freedoms. And finally, all of this is especially true of cities where the king keeps his court.

    If this is so, then how much more should heaven be sought? Here is a glorious city, a city of God -- compared to which London, Paris, Rome, Venice, and even Jerusalem are hardly shadows. It is the true Jerusalem, the joy of the whole earth -- no, the joy of the whole world and the glory of all God's creatures, made directly by the hand of God and built with the skill and craftsmanship of God Himself. The rulers of the world, and even those of Rome itself, were astonished at the beauty and overwhelmed by the magnificence of Jerusalem's city and temple. And yet it was only a type and shadow of heaven. For Jerusalem had the glory of the world upon it, but the new Jerusalem has the glory of God upon it (Revelation 21:4).

    If all this draws us to seek earthly cities, how much more should we labor to reach heaven? Is there anything that makes earthly cities desirable that is not surpassingly true of heaven? Are they beautiful? Heaven is the beauty of the world. Read Revelation 21, and even if you imagine the glory described there in purely outward and earthly terms within the reach of human perception — it still far exceeds anything this world has ever seen. And is not heaven where God Himself dwells, where Christ in His humanity reigns, where the holy angels and all redeemed people live together? Is there not there an abundance of everything that belongs to perfect happiness? Is there not freedom from the devil, sin, and death? And is it not the court of God, the King of glory? Why then do we not sigh and groan and long to be citizens of this glorious city? And even though we cannot arrive there while we live in this world, why do we not strive to draw as close to it as we can? When a person cannot live in the center of a city, he will choose to live in the outskirts rather than be far from it — and from there he knows he can quickly step inside. Let us in this life draw as near to heaven as we can, and live in its outskirts.

    The outskirts of heaven is God's true church on earth — where His word is freely known and preached, His holy sacraments properly administered, and God truly worshiped. Let us join ourselves to this church and live according to its holy teaching. This is the outskirts of heaven — and dwelling there, we will be ready to enter the glorious city itself when the Lord calls us.

    And as this is for ourselves, so if we love our children and care for their future, let us make them citizens of that city whose maker and builder is God. That way we may be sure of both comfort and joy with them in this life, and with them in heaven. But if we want our children to be citizens of heaven, we must make them God's apprentices on earth. They must serve their time, or they will receive no citizenship. That time of service is their whole life. People are deceived who let their children be the devil's servants in this life and then hope to have them free in heaven. Let us instead bind our children in service to God — that is, make them His servants here. Then, as they are born as citizens of heaven through their repentance and regeneration here, so after this life they will enjoy all the freedoms and privileges of that heavenly city, which was made and built by the wisdom of God.

    Finally, here we see the truth of what David teaches in Psalm 15:4 — no vile person can enter heaven. No wonder: if people with a shameful reputation cannot be made citizens of earthly cities built by human hands, is it reasonable to think that sinners and irreverent people who have no regard for repentance and regeneration — for these are the truly vile — will be admitted into the city whose maker and builder is God? 'It is the holy city; nothing unclean will enter into it' (Revelation 21). It is God's holy mountain — how can ungodliness ascend there? (Psalm 15:1). It is the new Jerusalem — how can the old man, that is, sinful corruption, enter it? We must therefore put off the old self with its lusts and be renewed in holiness. We must become repentant sinners for our past lives and new people going forward — or else we have no claim on any part of heaven.

    And rightly so — for God is its maker and builder. But He is not the maker of sin; sin was brought in by the devil and by ourselves. Do we think the devil's work will be welcome in heaven? Do we think God would build a house for the devil's servants to live in? Let us not deceive ourselves. Grace and holiness, on the other hand, are God's work. Just as our souls and bodies were the work of His hands, so our regeneration is all the more the work of His own power and mercy. Therefore the person who can truly say, 'God, who once made me a man, has made and built me a new man, a new creation' — that person is the one who will be an inhabitant of that heavenly city, whose maker and builder is that same God.

    It was in this holy way of faith and repentance that the patriarchs walked toward that city, as David says on behalf of them all: 'Thus I will wait for You in holiness.' And so certainly did the noble patriarch Abraham, who was not only the father of our faith but also a pattern of repentance and holy living — and in that holiness he waited for 'this city that has a foundation, whose maker and builder is God.'

    So far we have considered the holy practice of Abraham's faith in two examples.

    There is much more said about the excellence of his faith, but at this point the Holy Spirit interweaves a remarkable example of a woman's faith — namely, that of Sarah, his wife.

    The sixth example in the overall sequence follows in the next two verses.


  Sarah's Faith

  • • •

    Verse 11. By faith even Sarah herself received ability to conceive, even beyond the proper time of life, since she considered Him faithful who had promised.

    After Abraham, who is called the father of the faithful, comes Sarah — who was in a spiritual sense the mother of believers. After the husband comes the wife. In fact, Abraham's faith is commended both before and after hers, with hers enclosed in the middle.

    This is worth noting: God honors holy marriage and maintains its dignity and order. He commends not only the faith of Abel, who may have been unmarried, but also of married people. It is worth observing that of all those the Holy Spirit records here for their faith and holiness, they were all married — except Abel, of whom it is not certain whether he was or not.

    It appears therefore that as God ordained holy marriage, so He has always honored it — with His grace in this life and His glory in heaven — as well as or better than any other way of living. Those who in any way dishonor marriage spit in the face of God Himself. This is especially true of those who, like some Roman Catholics, excuse fornication or adultery for certain classes of people rather than uphold the dignity of marriage. We should also observe how God maintains the dignity and proper order of marriage here: He places Abraham and Sarah together and puts no one between them, showing the inseparable unity that is to exist between husband and wife — so binding that even in sacred history they are set side by side. This reveals how serious is the presumption of anyone who attempts in any way to break that unity.

    He places Abraham first, to show the dignity and headship of the man, whom God — on account of Eve's sin — has set over the woman, not only as her head but as her guide and leader. And it teaches the man that his example should come first and serve as a light to his wife — putting to shame those men who fall behind their wives in faith and holiness. He places Abraham both before and after Sarah, with her in the middle, to teach her that her glory and honor rest on every side in the virtue and godliness of her husband — her head under God. He is to go before her to give her good example, come after her to watch over her conduct, and on all sides to be a shelter and defense to her.

    These observations are fitting to make in this context. Now let us turn to the text itself, which contains five points: 1. Who believed: even Sarah. 2. What she believed: God's promise that she would bear Isaac. 3. The obstacles to that faith, which were two: (1) her age, and (2) her barrenness. 4. The effects of her faith, which were three: (1) she conceived, (2) she gave birth to Isaac, and (3) she had a great offspring and posterity through him. 5. The ground of her faith: she considered Him faithful who had promised.

    All of these points are laid out in this verse or the next.

    The first point is the person this account is about: Sarah — a woman — she also believed. We have heard examples of notable men; but here is a woman recorded for her faith and holy obedience, just as men were.

    We learn from this that saving faith — and therefore salvation itself — is not limited to one sex but belongs to both: men and women alike. It was the woman who first brought sin into the world; deceived by the devil, she in turn deceived man. In this sense the apostle says in 1 Timothy 2:14: 'And it was not Adam who was deceived, but the woman being deceived, fell into transgression.' Because of this, grievous trials and much difficulty were placed on women — in bearing and raising children, and in living under authority. In this they might have thought themselves abandoned by God because of their fault. To prevent such despair, the apostle — or rather the Holy Spirit through him — teaches us here that true faith and salvation through the Messiah belongs to Sarah as much as to Abraham, to women as much as to men. Peter makes this equally plain in 1 Peter 3:7, teaching that women 'are fellow heirs of the grace of life.'

    The practical force of this is two-fold. On one side, it exposes the monstrous and unnatural madness of those men who have questioned whether women could be saved — or even whether they have souls. On the other side, it gives women every reason to serve the God who has been so merciful toward their sex — the God who, though He has placed them under the authority of their husbands in bodily matters, has made their souls equal partners with men in the same hope of eternal life.

    At the same time, we may observe how few women the Holy Spirit records here — only one or two among many men. This has been true in every age: those women who were genuinely godly were excellent — but few in comparison to men. This makes their goodness all the more praiseworthy, and it should stir all women who profess faith to labor in following the example of their foremother Sarah, so that they may be numbered among those few.

    But let us consider more closely who this Sarah was — all the more since she is the only woman of the Jewish nation whose faith is remembered here.

    She was the wife of Abraham, the great patriarch of the age between the flood and the giving of the law. Of her we read this account, among others, in Genesis 18:13: God appeared by His angel to her and her husband and promised that within a year they would have a son. Both heard it and both laughed — Abraham out of joy and wonder, for which he was not rebuked, but Sarah out of doubt and a sense of near-impossibility, for which the angel sharply rebuked her. Yet observe: this same Sarah, who had just laughed at the promise as absurd and impossible, afterward believed — and believed so genuinely that her faith is here recorded for all generations to come.

    In her example, there is an important lesson. It was wrong of Sarah to laugh at God's word, however far beyond her expectations it seemed. But it was good and praiseworthy that she corrected her fault and showed her change of heart by believing. We all tend to follow Sarah in her fault — but few follow her in her repentance. Many in the church today mock religion, mock ministers, and mock those who take their faith seriously. Any religion that doesn't suit their tastes is dismissed as foolishness or pretense, and those who hold it are written off as hypocrites or fools. But these people have no idea how serious a sin it is to mock God's word. If Sarah's fault was serious — laughing at something that seemed nearly impossible to her, and yet without malice — what will become of those who, out of worldly and fleshly disregard, treat all of God's commands, promises, and ordinances as a joke, along with everything else in religion that doesn't serve their own purposes? Let such people be warned: stop mocking, put aside contempt for others, and begin in soberness and sincerity to believe. Otherwise they will find it is a painful thing to kick against the sharp spur, and dangerous to play with a sword.

    Furthermore, Sarah — who laughed in doubt — also believed. This teaches us that true faith is always accompanied by doubt in all of God's children. If someone objects: that doesn't follow here — for she first doubted and then believed; when she doubted she didn't believe, and when she believed she didn't doubt —

    My answer is: that is not how it was. The opposite is true, and I will show it. Sarah was not an unbeliever who flatly denied and rejected God's word when she heard it. She simply found it, by every natural measure, impossible — and so she did not immediately yield to it but laughed at it as something beyond all ordinary experience. Yet at the same time she considered who had spoken it, namely God, and so she immediately judged it possible with God though impossible by reason — and in the end she believed it firmly, even while her reason continued to argue against it. So she never doubted in such a way that she did not, to some degree, also believe. And even when her faith was most steadfast, some doubt still remained. Reason said it could not be; faith said it could. Therefore, just as even when reason was stronger, some sparks of faith remained — so when faith was dominant, some remnant of doubt remained. For just as reason cannot overthrow true faith, so the best faith in this world cannot completely silence reason.

    This is the teaching of God's word in Mark 9:24. When Jesus told the father of the possessed child to believe and his son would be set free, the father cried out with tears: 'I do believe; help my unbelief.' Here is both faith and unbelief in one soul at the same moment, in the same action, toward the same object. And what is unbelief but doubt, or something worse?

    Christ repeatedly reproves His disciples for their doubting and calls them 'you of little faith' — and yet it is well known that they had genuine faith at the time. Even Peter himself, renowned above others for his faith, is rebuked in the same words: 'You of little faith, why did you doubt?' He had a little faith — therefore some faith. But little faith means much doubt. It is therefore plain that a person can have both faith and doubt in his soul at the same time. Indeed, we commonly have a mustard seed or a mite of faith and a mountain of doubt.

    The practical force of this teaching is twofold. First, it exposes the poverty of many who call themselves Christians, who care nothing about how they live and yet say they believe in Christ and expect to be saved by Him. Ask how they know it — they answer that they've never thought otherwise. Ask when they began believing — they say they always have. Ask if they ever doubt — they answer that they would be ashamed to admit it. But this is nothing but ignorance and presumption. Our faith is never disgraced by such people, because they do not have it and do not understand it. If they did, they would be ashamed to answer that way. These people have no faith at all. Where genuine faith exists, doubt always makes itself felt. The person who knows he believes also knows he doubts — and the more he believes, the more clearly he feels his doubt. When both are present, they are always in opposition, showing their contrary natures: one is spirit, the other is flesh and corruption. 'For the flesh sets its desire against the Spirit, and the Spirit against the flesh' (Galatians 5:17). Therefore the person who thinks he is entirely spiritual and has no flesh or corruption in him is nothing but corruption. And the person who imagines he has perfect faith with no doubt whatsoever has no faith at all — only carnal presumption.

    Second, here is comfort for all who have genuine faith and grace and yet are daily troubled by temptations and doubt. Let such people not be discouraged when they find much doubt and uncertainty within themselves. For Sarah believed — and yet she doubted. And despite all her doubting, she believed so genuinely that her faith is here set as a model for all godly women forever. Therefore anyone who is even beaten down by Satan with temptations of doubt need not be alarmed, as though he had no faith. He may be assured that it is his doubt making its presence felt, and faith rising up in opposition. So let him strive with tears and prayers, and say: 'Lord, I believe; help my unbelief.'

    So we have seen who the person was — Sarah. But what was the action she performed? It is implied in the words that follow: 'By faith, Sarah...'

    Her action was that she believed. Faith, and the act of believing, is the theme of this entire chapter. These holy men and women had many other virtues — but it is their faith alone that is commended here.

    Regarding Sarah's faith specifically, there is something remarkable to observe: the very same word of God that she believed — and for believing which she is here recorded — she had also laughed at. Yet note what is written: her faith is recorded, her laughing is not. Her faith is commended; her fault is passed over in silence. In this holy and merciful practice of God, we learn:

    First, God accepts genuine faith even when it is accompanied by many weaknesses. Just as a king is willing to give a gift to a beggar who receives it with a hand trembling from illness, so God is pleased with our faith even when it is weak and unsteady — and He bestows grace on a believing soul, however shaken by many temptations.

    In short, God accepts sincerity of faith even when it is small, and in His mercy He looks more at a person's little faith than at his many faults. 'He will not break a bruised reed, nor extinguish a smoldering wick' (Isaiah 42:3). When a person is broken in heart and downcast in soul at the sight of his many sins and little grace, God will not break this bruised reed but will comfort and strengthen him. And when any spark of grace appears in a person — like a wick that smolders but does not yet burn brightly — God will not put it out but will kindle it and give it life.

    This should teach us to respond generously to the sincere and honest efforts of our fellow believers, even when they fall short of what they should do or could do. Let us not demand too much too quickly, but wait with patience for God's grace to do its work. And in the meantime, think well of a faith like Sarah's, even when it comes with some laughing.

    Second, we learn here that God notices and values the good things in His children more than their faults and failures. He records Sarah's faith; He does not mention her laughing. This flows from the goodness of His nature — He is goodness itself, and therefore most readily perceives and takes note of even the smallest goodness wherever He finds it.

    This is how we should treat one another. Whatever good we see in someone, we should notice and commend it. Their faults we should overlook, cover, and leave unmentioned. But we do the opposite. The common talk of the world is nothing but other people's faults and failures; whatever good qualities they have, we bury or ignore. This reveals the malice and corruption of our nature — being evil, it delights in nothing but evil; being corrupt, it feeds, like a fly on a wound, on nothing but others' corruption. Let us remember what God does, and train our tongues to speak of the good things and virtues in our fellow believers. In doing so we will resemble the Lord, who — though Sarah laughed not in holy wonder but in unbelief — because she afterward believed, has placed her among the most notable believers and holiest people who have ever lived.

    So much for the first point: the person — Sarah — and her action — she believed. Now the second point: what did she believe? This is contained and implied in the last words of the verse: 'she considered Him faithful who had promised.'

    What she believed was the word and promise of God — specifically His promise that she would bear Isaac in her old age. We may read about that promise and its circumstances in Genesis 18:13 and following.

    The only question here is: by what kind of faith did she believe this?

    The answer is: by true saving faith. This is proved as follows. Abraham believed this same promise by the faith that justified him (Romans 4:10-11). But Abraham and Sarah believed it together, by the same faith. Therefore Sarah believed that promise by the faith that also justified her. From this we learn that saving faith grasps not only the great promise of redemption through Christ, but all other lesser promises that depend on it. Here we see Abraham and Sarah laying hold of the promise of a temporal blessing by the same faith they had previously used to grasp the promise of eternal salvation through the Messiah. The object of true faith therefore has two dimensions: 1. Primary: the promise of salvation through Christ. 2. Secondary: all the lesser promises attached to it.

    The primary promise is: 'For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life' (John 3:16). True faith first of all fastens directly and plainly on this. Then, together with this, it lays hold of all other promises concerning soul or body. In the Lord's Prayer, we are directed to pray for temporal blessings — health, peace, adequate provision, and everything else — under the name 'daily bread.' And we are bound to believe that God will grant these things when we ask in faith. This faith is not forced or strained — it is free and willing, and it rests on a solid foundation. For once we are persuaded that God accepts us in Christ for salvation, we cannot help but be equally persuaded that He will supply everything else we need.

    We note this point again because we are wrongly accused by Roman Catholics of holding that faith grasps the promise of salvation alone. But we pass over this objection, as we have already addressed it elsewhere.

    Now follows the third point: the obstacles to her faith, expressed in the words 'when she was past the proper age.'

    The promise was that she would have a child. She believed it. Now there are two natural obstacles to childbearing: 1. Barrenness. 2. Age.

    If a woman is past the ordinary age of childbearing, it is unlikely. If she is well past it, it is by all natural reckoning impossible. Furthermore, even if a woman is not past that age, if she is barren — as some naturally are — there is no expectation of conception. Both of these obstacles stood in Sarah's way. The text here says she was 'past the proper age,' and another passage — Genesis 16:1-2 — says 'she was barren.'

    One might object about Sarah's age: in ancient times, people had children at a very advanced age. Eve bore her son Seth when she was 130 years old (based on Genesis 5:3 — since Adam and Eve must have been roughly the same age, and he was 130 at Seth's birth). After that, Eve bore many more sons and daughters. So perhaps Sarah was not actually past the age of childbearing at 90. But we should understand that those who bore children at such ages in ancient times lived eight or nine hundred years. Sarah, by contrast, lived after the flood, when human lifespans had dropped to around 200 years and often to roughly 100. Abraham lived only 175 years, and Sarah only 127. A woman who lived only 127 years and died as an old woman was certainly past childbearing age at 90.

    Besides her age, she was also naturally barren — as many women are — and had given Abraham no children. Yet to this woman came a word from God: 'Sarah shall bear a son.' And this aged and barren woman did not throw these two obstacles at God in despair — either one of which was, by all reasonable reckoning, enough to prevent childbearing. Instead, beyond all natural obstacles and above all human reasoning, she believed it would be so, resting and relying wholly and only on God's word.

    The practical lesson of this remarkable and faith-filled example — so striking in a woman — is that we must rest on God's word and promise even when we have no natural reason to do so. For instance:

    When we see the bodies of our friends or children placed in the earth to decay, or burned by fire, or consumed by the sea, human reason says they are gone and can never return. But we have God's word and sure promise: 'The dead shall rise; with their bodies they shall rise' (Isaiah 26:19). We must therefore believe it, if we would share in Sarah's faith. God said to her: 'Age and barrenness shall give way to a child.' She believed it. He says to us: 'Dust and corruption shall live again.' He has said it many times. Should our faith not hear our God's voice and believe it as she did?

    But let us consider personal promises, as hers was — for the resurrection promise is general. God has promised grace and pardon to every repentant and believing soul. Yet no one tastes the sweetness of this promise without first passing through the bitterness of many temptations to the contrary — temptations that produce doubt and sometimes even near-despair of God's favor. What must a person do in that situation? Simply believe — even when he feels no reason to believe — and 'hope against hope.' This was the faith of both Abraham and Sarah. For it, they were recorded in the story of Genesis, and are remembered and commended again both here and in Romans 4. Now suppose that you, after coming to God through faith and repentance, fall into a season of spiritual desolation — where it feels as though God's heavy hand and anger have seized you, and the devil charges you with your sins and tells you that you are condemned, that you were always a hypocrite, that you never had real faith, and that God is therefore your enemy. In this situation, where by every natural feeling and reason there is not the slightest hope of salvation — what should you do? Despair? God forbid. That is the road that leads to hell. Instead: hope when there is no hope; hold on to faith when there is no feeling.

    To strengthen us for this, remember the faith of Job — tried and tested more severely than almost anyone — who, though 'the arrows of the Almighty were within him and their poison drank up his spirit' (Job 6:4), yet even then he believed. He refused to let go, saying: 'Though You bring me to dust, I will not forsake You. Though You slay me, yet I will trust in You.' So in the violence of temptations, when the poisonous weight of God's apparent wrath seems to drink up our spirits, we must still believe. And in the pains of death, when God seems ready to destroy us, we must still trust Him. In such moments is the life of faith displayed: when reason and feeling say that God is a terrible judge, faith must say He is a merciful Father.

    In our times of health, prosperity, and felt nearness to God, this counsel may seem unnecessary. But if we belong to God, the time is certain to come — if it has not already — when this teaching will be the most vital thing any of us knows.

    So we see the excellence of this woman's faith, which is made all the more remarkable by these two great obstacles she overcame. Now follow the effects of her faith, which are several — some described in this verse and some in the next.

    She received strength to conceive, and she bore a child.


    In these words are two effects of her faith.

    First, through the power of her faith she was enabled to conceive — something she had previously not been able to do, even though the same natural conditions that prevent conception had been present all along.

    Second, she gave birth to a child in her old age — and that child was Isaac, who is therefore called the promised offspring and the child of the promise.

    From considering these two effects together, several useful lessons may be drawn. Since they are closely related, we will treat them jointly.

    First, we see here that nothing God has promised is so difficult that faith cannot accomplish it and bring it about. Christ told the blind to see and the lame to walk. He spoke; they believed; they were healed. Here God promises a barren, aged woman a child. She believes — and she conceives and gives birth to a son.

    This teaching applies to two groups of people.

    First, many in the church, when urged to learn the faith, respond: they are simple, or uneducated, or slow and dull, or old and weak — and therefore they cannot learn anything, or if they do, they cannot retain it. But these are nothing but empty excuses. They are not lacking the intelligence to learn religion when they have enough intelligence to buy and sell, to tell fair weather from foul, good food from bad, expensive from cheap, summer from winter. If they have the intelligence to manage the ordinary affairs of daily life, they have intelligence enough to grasp the foundations of religion and to gain the knowledge needed as a basis for the faith that will save their souls. What they lack is not ability — it is willingness and diligence to use the means available. Here, then, is sound advice for such people. Let such a person learn even just one promise from holy Scripture — such as this: 'But seek first His kingdom and His righteousness, and all these things will be added to you' (Matthew 6:33). Or this: 'Cast all your anxiety on Him, because He cares for you' (1 Peter 5:7). Or this: 'All that the Father gives Me will come to Me, and the one who comes to Me I will certainly not cast out' (John 6:37). Or simply this: 'Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find' (Matthew 7:7). Let a person learn even just one of these, and once learned, let him believe it and let his soul feed on it daily. He will see what follows — a wonderful blessing on that small beginning. That faith will so satisfy and encourage his heart that it will drive him to seek more. It will make him both eager and capable of more knowledge and grace, and will make him hungry and thirsty for more — whereas the person who knows no promise and believes none stays content with ignorance and error. Everyone who carefully uses the means God provides, and begins by learning even one lesson, will find this to be true. For just as aged and barren Sarah, by believing God's promise, conceived and gave birth — so old, simple, plain, and slow country people, by believing even one promise from God's word, will conceive and daily bring forth more and more fruitful knowledge and grace.

    Second, there are others who have made better progress in the faith — they see their sins and grieve deeply over them, but they cannot overcome their sinful impulses. For many, their inward sins and corruptions are more painful and burdensome than any physical hardship in the world. Yet they see no way to conquer those corruptions, and are often defeated by them, to their great distress.

    Such people should know that the root cause is a lack of faith. They are not sufficiently meditating on and taking hold of God's promises regarding this struggle, and they are not using the means God has appointed — to which He has attached His promises of help against sin. Let them therefore lay God's word and promises before their consciences through holy and frequent meditation. Let them carefully use the means God has provided: hearing and reading His word, receiving the Lord's Supper, earnest and regular prayer, and seeking the prayers of others. Let them sharpen these holy practices with fasting, watchful self-discipline, godly conversation with other believers, visiting those who are similarly afflicted, and often opening their condition to their faithful pastors. Let them continue in this course and rest confidently on God's word and promises, with the firm footing of faith — and they will see that 'old Sarah will receive strength to conceive.' That is, their poor souls will receive strength to tread on Satan, to conquer their corruptions, and to conceive and bring forth many worthy fruits of holiness, to their joy and comfort in later years — as Isaac was to Sarah in her old age.

    The next lesson we learn here is this: since Sarah conceived and gave birth through faith in God's promise, children are directly a blessing from the Lord. Sarah bore Isaac not by any ordinary power of nature, but 'through faith she received strength to conceive.' And this is not limited to her case — where there was an extraordinary miracle. It is true of all. Some women are barren by nature and cannot conceive unless by God's power, as Sarah did. Others, who could by every natural measure conceive, remain without children. For just as God gave the command and power to 'be fruitful and multiply' (Genesis 1:22), so He reserved the execution of that power in His own hand, to give or withhold, to increase or limit, as He pleases. Therefore the psalmist says: 'Behold, children are a gift from the Lord, the fruit of the womb is a reward from Him' (Psalm 127:3). And speaking of them in Psalm 128:4: 'Behold, thus shall the man be blessed who fears the Lord.'

    The practical application is for parents: since children are God's blessings, raise them as such. Provide not only for their physical needs — for animals do as much for their young — but nurture them in godly discipline, sowing the seeds of faith in their hearts. If this is lacking, they have nothing — even if you leave them great estates. The saying is true: better never to have been born than to have been born and never taught. The law and power to 'increase and multiply' was given to animals just as to us (Genesis 1:22). Therefore, unless we do more than provide for our children's bodies, we are little different from animals. But lead them to know God, and we make them companions with the angels. If parents did this faithfully, the blessing it would bring to both the church and the nation cannot be measured.

    Third and finally, let us recognize that this holy matron Sarah represents mystically the spiritual Jerusalem — the church of God. Allegories should be taught with care and restraint, or much unsound doctrine may burden people's consciences. But this one is both sound and certain, for it comes from the apostle himself in Galatians 4:23 and following: 'By Hagar and Sarah, something else is meant — for these two mothers represent two covenants. Hagar gives birth to children for slavery.' 'Sarah represents the Jerusalem that is above — free — and she is the mother of us all.' The resemblance between natural Sarah, the wife of Abraham, and mystical Sarah — the bride of Christ, the church of God — is this: just as Sarah gave birth not through her own natural strength but through God's power and faith in His promise, so the church our mother brings forth children for God only through the power of God's word and Spirit. That is why Isaac is called 'the child of promise,' said to have been 'born according to the Spirit' (Galatians 4:23, 29). So also those who are born again into the church are said to be born 'not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God' (John 1:13). James says: 'In the exercise of His will He brought us forth by the word of truth' (James 1:18). Thus God's word and God's Spirit — His will — together beget children for the church.

    The application is to teach us all to honor the church as our mother, while worshiping God alone as the Father of our souls. The church cannot make herself our mother, nor make us her children, whenever she pleases. It is God who must speak the word — then we are made. He must beget us through the power of His Spirit and the ministry of His word. We should also understand from this what value to place on God's holy word, which is the immortal seed of our new birth — the means by which we are made God's children and heirs of eternal life.

    So much for the first two effects of Sarah's faith.

    The third effect is described in the next verse. Because the Holy Spirit dwells on it at length, we will leave it for then, as it deserves deeper attention.

    Now follows at the end of this verse the fifth and final point: the ground of her faith — 'because she considered Him faithful who had promised.'

    The foundation on which she built her faith — that she would have a son despite being barren and past age — was not simply the bare promise itself, but her settled conviction about the One who made it. For promises carry their weight not primarily from what is promised, however great or excellent, but from the character of the one who promises. A person may promise great things yet be unable to deliver — or able, yet likely to go back on their word out of fickleness. We say in ordinary life that we would rather have some people's word than other people's written bond, and would rather receive a little from some than a great deal promised by others. Such was Sarah's estimate of the one who had made this promise — God Himself. She 'considered Him faithful who had promised.'

    Faithful — that is, she judged Him both able and willing to accomplish whatever He had promised her. The ground of our faith in God and all His promises must therefore be a firm grasp of two things about Him: 1. His ability to make good whatever He speaks. 2. His faithfulness to actually do it when He has said it.

    Some people promise anything, whether or not they can deliver. Others are perfectly capable but have no regard for their word. But both qualities are present in God: unlimited ability and most faithful willingness. This was Sarah's settled conviction about God — and therefore she believed against all reason. We must do the same if we are to truly believe God's word. We may read and hear and know God's word, and have its contents circling in our heads. But if we are to believe His promises steadfastly with our hearts, and genuinely fear His warnings in our consciences, we must be fully convinced that these two qualities — ability and faithfulness — are perfectly present in Him.

    This is what Christ Himself teaches us, in the wisdom of God, through the Lord's Prayer. Before we ask for anything, we are to be settled in our conviction of God's power and willingness to hear and help us. 'Our Father' — therefore He is caring and willing. 'Who is in heaven' — therefore He is able to hear us and to give us everything (Matthew 6:9).

    The same praise given here to Sarah is also given to Abraham in Romans 4:21: 'He did not waver in unbelief but grew strong in faith, being fully assured that what God had promised, He was able also to perform.'

    This has two practical applications for us.

    First, it teaches us about our own promises. We should not be reckless — as some are — about what we promise. We should think carefully first, and if something is beyond our power, we should not say it — for a Christian's word must not be empty. And if we have promised something that is both lawful and within our power, we must be careful to keep it. To live this way is to be a faithful person, and it is a mark of a holy life and of being a child of God — provided it applies first in this order:

    Above all, toward God — we must be conscientious about keeping the great vow we made at our baptism, and all other serious and holy commitments of heart made to God. For the person who carelessly breaks his vows to God by living an ungodly life may keep his word to other people by worldly calculation, but he cannot do so in good conscience.

    The Church of Rome is badly at fault on this point, making no conscience of breaking promises and agreements with us or with anyone of our faith. Their failure in this has been laid bare before all of Christendom — let those who are wise take warning from it. They make a great show of their vows and their care in keeping them, claiming to surpass all other religions in this regard. But this proves to be sheer hypocrisy. For if they kept their vows of chastity, poverty, and others made to God with genuine conscience rather than mere outward form, they would by the same principle be equally careful in keeping their promises to other people — for the one flows from the other. The neglect of promises to others reveals that their vows to God are equally formal and hollow.

    Let all who fear God train themselves to keep conscience in both: in their worship and service of God, and in all their dealings with others in the world — so that the world may say of us, 'they are people who keep their word.'

    Second, let us learn from this how to strengthen our weak faith in God's great promises. We have a promise of salvation: 'Whoever believes in Christ shall not perish, but have eternal life.' Of our resurrection, in Daniel 12: 'Those who sleep in the dust of the ground will awake.' Of our glorification in Philippians 3:21: 'The Lord Jesus Christ will transform the body of our humble state into conformity with the body of His glory.' Of a new world in 2 Peter 3:13: 'We are looking for new heavens and a new earth, according to His promise.'

    These are what Peter calls 'great and precious promises' (2 Peter 1:4). And surely it takes a great and precious faith to believe them steadfastly. No better help exists for our faith than frequently and seriously meditating on the mercy and power of the One who made them. If He is both willing and able, what can prevent their fulfillment? Let us therefore often say with Paul: 'Faithful is He who calls you, and He also will bring it to pass' (1 Thessalonians 5:24). And with Sarah here: 'We consider Him faithful who promised.'

    Now follows the final effect, in the next verse.

    Therefore also there was born of one man, and him as good as dead at that, as many descendants as the stars of heaven in number, and innumerable as the sand which is by the seashore.


    The third and final effect of Sarah's faith is that through Isaac — whom she conceived and bore by faith — she had a wonderfully great line of descendants, a posterity almost beyond counting. This effect rests on the previous ones. Her faith gave her strength to conceive Isaac, though she was barren; to give birth to him, though she was old and weak; and so her faith brought forth the one through whom she became the mother of many millions.

    The subject of this third effect is the multitude of people who came from Abraham and Sarah through Isaac.

    This multitude is described in two ways: 1. By its origin — 'of one who was as good as dead.' 2. By its size, described (1) generally as innumerable, and (2) specifically by two comparisons: as many as the stars in the sky, and as the sand on the seashore.

    The first point is the origin of this multitude, expressed in the words: 'of one, even of one who was as good as dead.'

    'One' — that is, one woman, Sarah. Or at most, one couple: Abraham and Sarah. And this 'one' was as good as dead. Not literally dead in the full sense — for no one is truly dead while soul and body remain together — but 'as good as dead,' or half-dead: that is, completely unfit for having children, their natural strength having faded. Abraham was a hundred years old and Sarah was ninety. And if this is true of Abraham, who was past the age for fathering children, how much more true was it of Sarah, who was both past age and had been barren even in her prime?

    Here there are several important things to note and learn.

    First, multitudes came from one. Here we see God's powerful — and yet characteristic — way of raising great and magnificent structures on small and weak foundations. He has done this from the beginning and always since. At first He created thousands of stars, because they were to remain as they were and not multiply; and He made millions of angels, intending them not to increase in number. He could just as easily have created millions of human beings in an instant — but He chose not to. He created one couple, Adam and Eve. From them came the entire human race. When sin brought that first world to an end, He did not re-establish the human race through a thousand couples, but through three men and their wives — and from those three, humankind has grown to millions upon millions. And here too, from one old man and a barren old woman, spring innumerable multitudes.

    God does this to magnify His own power in the sight of humanity. And He did the same in spiritual matters. The millions of Christians who have grown since Christ's time began with a tiny number. When Christ ascended, the number of known believers was only 120 (Acts 1:15).

    Reflecting on this should teach us several things.

    First, we must not measure God by our own scale or confine Him to our own rules. We must think of His power and might as it truly deserves, and hold high and honorable thoughts of Him and His majesty — the One who can raise such great works from such poor foundations.

    Second, we must not despair of ourselves or our circumstances, no matter how weak, poor, or sick we may feel — whether in soul or body. We must remember Him who caused multitudes to spring from one. Therefore, however low you have been brought — by inward or outward trials — do not give up. Press forward in the strength of the Lord your God. In particular: if God has allowed you to be so poor that you have almost nothing to begin with — or, for your soul, if your knowledge of the faith is small, your means limited, and your sense of God's favor weak — do not lose heart. Lay firm hold of God's power and promise, use carefully the holy means He has provided, and rely on the One who brought millions from one. Be assured, as Job says, that 'though your beginning was small, your latter end will greatly increase.'

    Second, observe here how old persons are called 'as good as dead.' This is true of them in several ways.

    First, their allotted years are as good as spent. Consider a man who could be certain of living a hundred years — as certain as the sun is to run its course all day and set at night. Yet just as when the sun passes its highest point and begins to descend, we say it is going down quickly and the day is slipping away — so when a person has passed the midpoint of life, when the sun of his years has passed noon, he declines daily, drawing steadily toward night, and that night approaches with speed and dread — unless he prepares for it.

    Second, the strength and vitality that sustain life and hold body and soul together have been so weakened that they are nearly spent. An old person feels a clear and unmistakable decline in every power of mind and body.

    Third, illnesses and diseases accumulate in old age. As strength fails, the force of disease increases. Whatever ailments have been lurking in the body — whether natural or acquired — now make themselves more plainly felt. The weaker a person becomes, the stronger his illness becomes. For these three reasons, an old man or woman is 'as good as dead.'

    The practical application of this is valuable.

    First, older people must therefore prepare themselves for death. Every person should prepare — I grant that. But if every person should, then especially the old. A young person may die; an old person must die. The youngest cannot live forever; the old person cannot live much longer. The aged person's grave is as it were already dug, and one foot is already in it. And this is not merely human opinion — it is God's own assessment, for as we see here He calls an old person 'as good as dead.' And this is not so much because death is certain for them as because it is near. Therefore, just as every person — young or old — must be ready, because no one knows how much time remains and no one is guaranteed to reach old age (and as the psalmist sings, 'every man at his best is altogether vanity,' Psalm 39:6) — so especially the one to whom God has been so gracious as to allow a long life should think of nothing but his end and prepare every day to die in the Lord. Gray hair, wrinkled skin, a faded face, a poor appetite, a failing memory, a bent frame, and the clear and palpable decline of the whole person — in mind and body — should cry out hourly in his ears: 'I am half dead; I will therefore prepare to die in the Lord.'

    It is therefore a pitiful sight to see that those who of all people should be most willing to die are usually most desperate to live. And those who should be most ready to die are generally the most ignorant, the most greedy, and the most deeply attached to the earth and earthly things.

    Second, older people must here learn Paul's lesson from 2 Corinthians 4: 'Though our outer man is decaying, yet our inner man is being renewed day by day.' The outer man is the body; the inner man is the soul and the grace of God within it. They must therefore labor so that as the strength of their bodies fades, the grace of God in their souls may deepen and grow stronger. But the common practice is the opposite. Most old people have so wasted their youth that in old age they are partly too slow and partly too unwilling to learn the faith. When they come to their deathbeds, they must then be taught the very basics of Christianity. Their bodies are half dead while religion has no real place in them — and when the body is dying, the life of grace and faith is barely beginning. Such people are gambling everything on a desperate last hope. But those who want a peaceful departure should think about these things beforehand. As the years mount up and life draws toward its end, and the body toward the grave, let them wean their hearts from the world and lift them toward God — spending their final years gaining knowledge and serving Him. Then when their bodies are at their weakest and most ready for the earth, their souls will be at their holiest and most ready for heaven. It will never be a source of grief to such people to see their bodies half dead — for they will find in exchange that their souls are half in heaven. So we see how poor and weak was the root of this great posterity. Now let us look at its greatness.

    From this one, came multitudes beyond number.


    This one aged couple — Abraham and Sarah — were made by God's power the father and mother of many nations. Those of whom the world would have said, 'They will not leave a name on the earth,' now have millions of descendants sprung from them. From this we learn that although God ordinarily works according to the course of nature which He Himself established, He is not bound by it and will not be. He set its course — but that gives nature no claim to bind Him. Here we see the power and prerogative of God's majesty.

    Just as in the beginning He brought into existence things that were not, so He still 'calls into being things that do not exist' (Romans 4:17), turning and reshaping the nature and condition of His creatures however He pleases. He can take life from a living person and leave him dead; He can give life to the dead and make him live again. He has done this for the body, and for the soul He has been no less wonderful.

    Saul, a violent persecutor, He turned into a zealous preacher (Acts 9) — a glorious instrument and 'a chosen vessel to carry His name to the Gentiles' — even the man who had sought to wipe out the name of Christ 'and all who called on that name' from the earth (Acts 9:14).

    Rahab, a prostitute and a woman of ill reputation, was so changed by God's work that her faith is recorded here in verse 31 among the greatest believers the world has ever seen. This should teach us, when we see our own sins and how hideous they are, not to despair. And when we see other people living in extreme wickedness, not to pass final judgment on them before the time. Instead, with hope and comfort, remember the God 'who gives life to the dead and calls into being that which does not exist.'

    In that hope, let us believe that He can quicken our dead hearts and revive us by His grace. And in that hope, let us stir ourselves to use all the holy means God provides — His word, the sacraments, and prayer. If we do this carefully and consistently, we will see wonders worked in us, so that as people said of Paul, 'He is now preaching the faith he once tried to destroy,' and therefore glorified God for him (Galatians 1:22-23) — so people will say of us: 'He hates the profanity he once lived in and loves the religion he once mocked.' Such miracles the Lord will work in us, if we use the holy means with faith and diligence — so that all who see us will glorify God because of us.

    So we see in general how great the offspring and posterity of Sarah was.

    But this is described more specifically by two comparisons: as many as the stars in the sky, and as the sands on the seashore — which are innumerable.

    The two comparisons are drawn from two realms: one from the sky — 'as many as the stars in the sky' — and one from the earth — 'as the sand on the seashore.' The Holy Spirit uses these two images, representing things of staggering number, to express the multitude of Israelites who all descended from Sarah.

    It is not that other things are not equally numerous — drops of water, grains of dust, hairs on people's heads, and so on. But these two comparisons are the most familiar and proverbial expressions for an uncountable multitude. The stars in particular are chosen because God Himself used this image when He first spoke to Abraham — when Abraham had not yet a single child. God took him outside at night and said, 'Count the stars, if you are able to count them... So shall your descendants be' (Genesis 15:5). Moses uses the same comparison in Deuteronomy 10:22: 'Your fathers went down to Egypt seventy persons in all, and now the Lord your God has made you as numerous as the stars of heaven.'

    But not everyone is an astronomer as Abraham and Moses were, and simple people might say they cannot see such numbers in the stars. Therefore the text adds another comparison that any countryman can readily understand — the sand on the seashore. And lest someone say they live inland and have never seen the sea and cannot judge about sand either, the Holy Spirit removes all uncertainty by adding at the end of the verse that both are 'innumerable' — meaning not impossible to count for God, but beyond the counting of any human being.

    Regarding these two comparisons, let us observe first the manner of speaking used in them.

    Second, the meaning they are intended to convey.

    For the first point, we should know that this language is not literal but figurative. Technically, the Israelites were not as numerous as stars or grains of sand — and neither the stars nor the grains of sand are literally innumerable. What we have here is the figure of speech that rhetoricians call hyperbole — an amplified expression of emphasis or elegance. This device is common among all writers and in everyday speech. The Holy Spirit does not refuse it but uses it here and in the two passages already mentioned, as well as in similar ways elsewhere. John 21:25 offers another example: 'I suppose that if all the things Jesus said and did were written down, even the world itself could not contain all the books that would be written' — meaning there would be an overwhelmingly large number, far more than necessary for salvation. And in Deuteronomy 9:1, Moses says that the Canaanite cities 'are great and fortified up to heaven' — meaning they were extremely tall and, by any natural reckoning, impossible to scale without God fighting for Israel.

    Such expressions are common throughout Scripture. And since we allow this liberty to all writers and to ourselves in ordinary speech, there is no reason to deny it to Scripture, which was written for the understanding of all people and therefore in the kinds of expressions all people commonly use.

    A similar figure is used in the phrase 'as the sand on the shore of the sea.' The original word literally means 'the lip of the sea.' Of course, the sea has no literal lip — the phrase is borrowed from the image of a person or an animal with lips. The seashore resembles a lip. Just as two lips enclose the mouth, so the shores on both sides enclose the sea — which lies between them as if in a mouth. From this we may draw some useful observations.

    First, that rhetoric is therefore a legitimate, good, and lawful art. The reasoning is this: whatever the Holy Spirit practices must be not merely acceptable but genuinely good. But the Holy Spirit uses and practices rhetoric here and in many other places in Scripture. Therefore it is a good and lawful art. The first premise is beyond dispute; the second is clear both from these passages and from the entire body of Scripture. Many of Paul's letters, many of Christ's own sermons, John's Gospel, and many of the prophets — especially Isaiah — contain rhetoric as skilled and elegant as anything produced by any writer in the world. Beyond all their divine power and truth, they match any orator writing in Greek or Latin for the beauty and artistry of their language. It would be no great challenge to illustrate every recognized rule of rhetoric from some portion of Scripture. Now if it is lawful to practice the rules of rhetoric, it is also lawful to gather those rules together, write them down, and systematize them into an art. Those who claim the opposite — that rhetoric is unlawful — go against the clear current and practice of Scripture and the dictates of common sense.

    Second, it is therefore plain that in preaching God's word, a minister may lawfully and properly use rhetoric and eloquence. The reason is straightforward: what the Holy Spirit used in writing Scripture, God's ministers may also use in preaching it. Those who deny ministers this freedom are too rigid and restrictive — they are pulling a weapon from the preacher's hand, and plucking one of the feathers from Scripture's wing.

    Yet we must understand that not every kind of eloquence is permitted to a Christian minister. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 2:13: 'We speak the things of the Spirit, not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual thoughts with spiritual words.' There is therefore a holy, sanctified, spiritual eloquence — eloquence suited to spiritual things — and that is the kind that must be used. It is like the Israelite rule regarding foreign women taken as captives in war: an Israelite could marry such a woman, but only after she had been purified (Numbers 31:18-19). Moses describes what that purification involved in Deuteronomy 21:11-13: she was brought into the household, her head was shaved, her nails were trimmed, and she removed her captive garments — only then could she be married. In the same way, human eloquence must be brought home to theology, refined and shaped by spiritual wisdom — and then it may be used lawfully and profitably.

    For more specific guidance, the following cautions may be observed.

    First, the more natural and unaffected the eloquence, the more commendable it is in the speaker and the more helpful to the listener.

    Second, it must be serious, sober, and fitting — keeping in mind the dignity and holiness of the occasion and the work being done. Therefore it must not consist in telling strange stories or using gestures, words, style, or subject matter designed to produce laughter or amusement among the audience. There may be cleverness in such things, but it can hardly be the sanctified and spiritual eloquence Paul speaks of.

    Third, it must serve as a help, not a hindrance, to the understanding of God's word. It is the servant of theology, not its master. God's word must not be bent or twisted to fit the demands of rhetoric — it is rhetoric that must bend to God's word.

    In short, eloquence must express God's word as vividly, purely, plainly, and precisely as possible. A preacher must therefore take care that all his speech is in a language his hearers understand. If he speaks the body of his sermon in one language or register and fills it out with terms and phrases his audience does not follow, then whatever spiritual understanding he may himself have, he speaks mysteries to himself but parables to his listeners. He may preach well to his own mind, but the listener is not built up — as the apostle says in 1 Corinthians 14:2, 17. Therefore let eloquence never become a barrier to the understanding of those who hear it, since God appointed it as a help and a vehicle for communication. With these and similar guidelines observed, eloquence may be used with full warrant and great benefit. And as for cautions and qualifications in this area, hardly anyone can set better rules for a man than his own informed conscience.

    Third, since the Holy Spirit uses so much rhetoric here and elsewhere, theologians may learn where the wellspring of Christian eloquence is to be found: in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments. Written by the wisdom of God, we can be sure they contain within them true wisdom of every kind. The rules and precepts of rhetoric, I grant, are better learned from books that specifically teach them. But for examples of those rules put into practice, no source surpasses Moses, the prophets, and the apostles. This follows necessarily from what has already been granted. If rhetoric is good, lawful, and practiced in Scripture, it must be practiced there in the finest possible way. Is the theology taught there not the most sound? The history recorded there not the most accurate? The conclusions drawn there on philosophy, astronomy, geometry, arithmetic, geography, and medicine not the most reliable? The music practiced there not the most excellent? The logic used there not the sharpest? The laws enacted there not the most just? Then surely the rhetoric practiced there must be the purest. If Moses had written a book purely as a man — as Moses educated in Egypt — or if Paul had written as a Pharisee and doctor of the law, both would have produced works filled with outstanding learning. For Paul was educated at the feet of Gamaliel (Acts 22:3), and Moses 'was educated in all the wisdom of the Egyptians, and was mighty in words and deeds' (Acts 7:22).

    If these men were the secretaries of the Most High God — the fountainhead of all wisdom and knowledge — then surely their books would be filled with the finest learning in every category. And anyone who searches the Scriptures will find it to be so.

    Since eloquence is lawful and preachers may rightly use it, let them also know where to find it: in God's books. There they will discover not only theology, but knowledge and learning of every kind, in its most refined form — and as excellent patterns and models of eloquence as can be found in any author in the world. And if they desire to preach with spiritual power and eloquence, let them study how Moses, the prophets, our Savior Christ, and His apostles preached — for to follow them is the true way.

    So much for the manner the Holy Spirit employs in these two comparisons to describe the greatness of Sarah's posterity.

    Now the matter contained in them: here we see the fulfillment of one of the greatest promises made to Abraham. The promise is in Genesis 22:17: 'Indeed I will greatly bless you, and I will greatly multiply your seed as the stars of the heavens and as the sand which is on the seashore.' There is the promise — and here, in the very same words, is its fulfillment, most truly and powerfully kept. For at the time the Holy Spirit wrote these words, the Israelites had multiplied to many millions — to a number beyond numbering.

    Here we learn that God is faithful in all His promises, however great or remarkable they may be. When He speaks the word, when the promise passes from Him, it is certain. Heaven and earth will sooner pass away than a single part of His promise will fail.

    The practical application is first to teach us to believe God when He promises, whatever the promise may be. He is worthy to be trusted — He has never failed to fulfill what He promised. He promised these millions to Abraham when Abraham had only one child — indeed, when he had not yet even that one (Genesis 15). And Abraham believed. Such faith was extraordinary indeed, and deserves eternal honor — as it here receives. Let us be children of this faithful Abraham — all the more so since we see the fulfillment that Abraham did not live to see. We consider it an offense to our character when we are not believed, especially when we are people who keep our word. Let us then understand how dishonoring it is to the Lord not to believe Him — the One who has never failed in fulfilling a promise to any creature.

    Second, we must learn from God to be honest and faithful in our own words and promises. God spoke plainly and did not deceive Abraham — and at the appointed time He fulfilled His word. We must in the same way deal plainly and honestly in our words and agreements, and recognize that deceiving and taking advantage of others through clever words, double meanings, and ambiguous language is not fitting for a Christian. We must also take conscience of lying — otherwise we are like the devil, not like God. A Christian must be careful about what he promises, how he promises, and to whom. But having made a promise, he must keep it, even at personal cost or inconvenience — as long as it does not involve wrong to God, to the church, or to the nation. Personal disadvantage must not prevent him from keeping his word. A Christian's word should not be empty — it should be as good as a written bond. (I grant it is both lawful and prudent, given human frailty, to take formal assurances when needed — but this is in addition to, not a substitute for, a person's word.)

    Finally, Abraham had the promise that his offspring would be so great (Genesis 15). We see here that it is so — but he himself did not live to see it. Abraham had the promise; we have the fulfillment. Adam had the promise of the Messiah but we see it fulfilled. The patriarchs and prophets had the promise of the calling of the Gentiles but we see it fulfilled.

    Here is the glory of the church under the New Testament compared with the Old. This should lead us to surpass the ancient believers in proportion to the greater blessings God has given us. We should exceed them in faith and every other virtue of holiness — or else their faith and holy obedience will become our greater condemnation, since we have had so much greater reason to believe and obey God, and so much better means to do so. And if this is true of those who come short of the ancient believers, what will become of those who show no desire to follow them in faith, holiness, or any duties of holy obedience?

    So much for the example of this holy woman's faith and its commendation.

    Before moving on to more particular examples of faith, the Holy Spirit now gives a general commendation of the faith of all those already mentioned, taken together.

    Verse 13. All these died in faith, without receiving the promises, but having seen them and having welcomed them from a distance, and having confessed that they were strangers and exiles on the earth.


    So far the Holy Spirit has specifically commended the faith of several holy believers individually. From this verse through verse 17, He commends the faith of Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, and Jacob together — not so much their faith itself as the endurance and constancy of their faith. There are two specific points.

    1. Their constancy and perseverance is stated: 'All these died in faith.' 2. That constancy is then described through four effects: (1) They did not receive the promises, but saw them from a distance. (2) They believed them. (3) They welcomed them thankfully. (4) They confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on the earth.

    The first point about these believers is that as they began, so they continued — as they lived, so they died — in faith.

    All these died in faith.


    The reference covers all those previously mentioned with the exception of Enoch, who did not die — yet he too continued steadfastly in faith, and in that faith was taken up. As for Abel and Noah, they died in faith. I take it, however, that the Holy Spirit chiefly and directly intends no more than the four patriarchs I named — Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, and Jacob — because the specific effects described in this verse, and the points developed in the three following verses, fit especially these four and not so properly Abel or Noah. The statement 'all these died in faith' means they died with the settled assurance that the promises made to them would be fulfilled in God's good time.

    Those promises were principally two: 1. Salvation through the Messiah. 2. Possession of the land of Canaan.

    In this faith they died — that is, they held on to it through every assault and temptation to the very end, and died holding it fast.

    In this example, a most important lesson of Christianity is commended to us: we must so live that we may die in faith. Many say they live in faith — and that is well if they do. But the central test is to die in faith. There is no one so wicked that he would not want to die well. But if he wants to die well, he must die in faith. Death without faith is a miserable death. In this, faith and hope differ from all other graces — love, joy, zeal, holiness, and all the rest are imperfect in this life and are perfected in heaven. But faith and hope reach their perfection at our deaths. In the world to come they are no longer needed, for there is nothing then left to believe or hope for — we enjoy all things directly. But as they are begun in our regeneration, so they are made perfect when we die. They shine most gloriously in the last and greatest battle of all — the hour of death. The death of a Christian, which is the gateway to glory, is to die in faith.

    Moreover, life leaves us as we are; death finds us as life left us. And as death leaves us, the final judgment finds us. As it leaves us, so we remain — forever — without recovery or alteration.

    To die in faith is to die in the certain assurance of glory and happiness — and that is what every person ultimately desires. Since we all desire it, let us die in faith, and we will attain it.

    Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 15:55-56 that death is a terrible serpent with a venomous sting. When we die, we must face this fearful and dreadful enemy. He is fearful in every way, but especially for his sting — and that sting is our sin. This sting is not removed, nor its power broken, except by true faith, which 'extinguishes all the flaming arrows of the evil one' (Ephesians 6:16). Therefore, if we are to face this great enemy — in whose defeat our happiness lies, and by whom to be defeated is our eternal ruin — we must arm ourselves with faith, so that we may die in faith. The person who dies in faith has that faith destroy his sins and conquer death. But the person who dies without faith is seized by death and sin, and his sins live on forever, and his misery along with them.

    Now, if we want to die in faith, we must live in faith — otherwise it cannot be expected. These holy patriarchs lived long in the very same faith in which they died. Their holy lives showed plainly that they lived in the faith which, as the apostle says, 'purifies hearts' (Acts 15:9). If we want to live in true faith, the means God's word sets before us are these:

    First, we must work to gain knowledge of the foundational points of religion: God, creation, the fall, the immortality of the soul, the two covenants, righteousness by the law through works, and grace through the Mediator — along with other essential doctrines touching God, His word, the sacraments, the law, the Gospel, prayer, and good works — as Scripture and the creeds and catechisms drawn from Scripture teach us. In this matter, the condition of ordinary people across all nations is deeply troubling. In Roman Catholicism, the clergy are so comfortable and well-supplied that they are unwilling to teach. In our churches, a large portion of the ministry is so poor and inadequately supported that they are unable to teach. Between the two, the common people of the world 'perish for lack of knowledge' — for how can they not perish when they do not die in faith? How can they die in faith if they do not live in faith? And how can they have faith if they have no knowledge — since knowledge is the very foundation of faith? Therefore it requires the efforts of those who are able, and the prayers of all, that our church may have teachers and that our people may be taught the basics of the faith. Without learning the catechism, learning religion is impossible.

    Second, once we have gained knowledge and so laid the foundation, we must learn God's promises of salvation — and treasure them in our hearts as jewels of life and eternal life. We must believe them to be true and effective for all who lay hold of them — and we must ourselves lay hold of them and apply them to our own souls.

    Third, after both of these, we must conform ourselves throughout — heart and life — to the holy laws of God. We must leave behind all bad ways and ungodly pursuits, however dear to us or however common in the world, and make our conscience sensitive to all sin — doing everything duty requires toward God and toward others.

    The first of these three means is the foundation of faith; the second is faith itself; the third is the fruit and evidence of faith, and an assured witness of it to God, to the church, and to one's own conscience. To do these three things is to walk in the ancient and holy path consecrated by Christ's blood and trodden by all the holy fathers. Neither Roman Catholicism nor any other religion can offer a safer, more certain, or more direct road. This is how Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, and Jacob lived — and after this course they died in faith and now live in glory. And so will we, with them, if we live in faith as they did. But otherwise, we may look for heaven a long time before we find it. Granted, God can cause a person who did not live in faith to die in faith. But the question is not what He can do in exceptional cases, but what His ordinary course is — and that is this: those who live in faith die in faith. Therefore let us take the ordinary course. Repent and turn while there is time; live the life of faith. Leave deathbed repentance to those who think it a small thing to gamble with an immortal soul. That course may work — but this course is certain to work. The person who lives in sin may perhaps die in faith; but the person who lives in faith is sure to die in faith, and to live in glory forever.

    Second, observe that it says 'all these' died in faith — not some, but all: Abraham the father and the root, and with him the wife, the son, and the grandson. Here is a truly noble family — a holy kindred, a blessed line. Abraham richly deserves all the honor he has received, being the root of so noble and blessed a heritage. And Isaac and Jacob are worthy of so good a father — they did not taint their inheritance by abandoning his faith, but held it as they received it, and lived and died in it. Let this teach us: if we are parents, let us shine before our children in true religion, genuine faith, and holy living. There is great hope that our wives and children will follow us in the same.

    Second, if we are sons, let us look at which of our ancestors embraced the most holy religion — and choose to live and die in their faith. Most young Roman Catholics can say no more for their religion than this: my father and grandfather were of that faith. But they must look further back in their heritage. Isaac and Jacob would not follow the religion of their great-grandfathers Nahor and Terah but their father Abraham's. And Abraham himself would not follow his father Terah's religion or his grandfather's — instead, he went back ten generations to Noah and Shem, and embraced their religion. We see therefore that it means nothing to say 'I am of my father's or grandfather's religion' unless first I prove that theirs was truly from God. And then the person who, knowing that, does not forsake it but lives and dies in it — that person is a noble Christian.

    Third, here we see that true honor and nobility consists in living and dying in the true faith and holy religion of one's godly ancestors. This is the wellspring of genuine honor — doing as these patriarchs did. Abraham recognized he was wrong, having followed the errors of his fathers. He therefore left the religion of his father and grandfather and went back further to find a better one. Isaac his son made himself heir not only to his father's estate but to his father's religion as well. Jacob the grandson followed both, and died in faith with them. Behold Jacob — a man of truly noble blood, whose holiness and faith extends through three generations. Let us all adorn whatever standing we have with these marks of true honor.

    And let all who would be ashamed to stain their family's name through treason or disgraceful conduct be equally ashamed to let the faith, holiness, and virtue of their godly ancestors die out in them. Let them all so live in that inheritance that they may die, as Jacob did, in their fathers' faith.

    Finally, observe that it says they 'died in faith.' They had previously lived in faith — but their chief commendation here is that they died in it.

    Let us learn from this to hold on in a good course once we have entered it — for constancy and endurance are the true marks of commendation. It is the person who 'dies in faith' who receives the crown. To this end, let us stir ourselves with the apostle's exhortation in Galatians 6:9: 'Let us not lose heart in doing good, for in due time we will reap if we do not grow weary.'

    Furthermore, this teaches us all to choose the faith in which we can boldly die — as these holy patriarchs did. There is a true observation: Roman Catholicism may be a comfortable religion to live in, but ours is the one to die in. Roman Catholics take that saying and reverse it — but they have no more right to it than a thief to an honest person's purse. The freedoms, pardons, exemptions, sanctuaries, the outward pomp and splendor of their church, and their fasting and outward austerities — which are in reality nothing but hollow hypocrisy and open licentiousness — may attract any worldly-minded person to live within their system. But when they come to die, they know — and some confess openly — that it is safest to die in our religion. Let us therefore cheerfully and with full confidence live in that faith in which we may die so boldly that even our adversaries admit it is the safest.

    Now follow the four effects and fruits of their faith.

    The first is this: they did not receive the promises but saw them from a distance.

    By 'promises' we understand, first, the promise of the land of Canaan, and second, the spiritual promises of the kingdom of Christ. These they did not 'receive' in the full sense — though in part they did. For true faith always truly receives, grasps, and applies to itself the thing promised, even if not fully. God said He would give them the land of Canaan, but they did not fully enjoy and possess it. Likewise, the Messiah was promised to them — but they never saw His coming in the flesh. Yet they believed God's promise and died in that faith.

    Here we see the unconquerable strength of their faith, which held fast to God's promise even to death — though they never enjoyed the things promised in this life. This plainly condemns our own age of unbelief, for we have more fulfilled before us than they ever had. Abraham never saw Christ except from a great distance — yet we have Him presented to us in the flesh. We see and know that He lived, died, rose again, and ascended, and now makes continual intercession for us. We have the true sacraments as lasting pledges of Him and of eternal life through Him. And for the temporal promises, far more has been fulfilled for us than was ever accomplished for Abraham. Yet though we surpass Abraham in the enjoyment of God's fulfilled promises, we fall far behind him in believing. For faith works through love, and love is shown in true obedience — but generally and plainly, people show no concern for obedience, which unmistakably indicates that there is little genuine faith among us. And it may well be feared that these notable men — Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob — will stand as witnesses against us at the judgment, to our greater condemnation. They never received the fulfillment of God's promises, yet they believed. We see those same promises fulfilled and presented to us — yet we will not believe.

    But saw them from a distance.


    Here is the quality and power of their faith: the promises were far away, and yet they saw them. The language here is borrowed from sailors. When far out at sea, a sailor cannot make out the towns and coastlines in the distance — except by means of a tower or high point that can be spotted from afar. In the same way, Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, and Jacob, living long before the day of Christ's coming in the flesh, could only see Christ from a distance — through the eye of faith, by way of the promises of the Messiah. For this is the nature of faith: to make what is absent present in a real sense, since faith is 'the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.'

    Here we may see the difference between the church in the Old Testament and in the New. We in the New Testament have a greater measure of knowledge, a more vivid apprehension of the Messiah, and a clearer light of understanding concerning the mystery of our salvation through Christ — more than the church possessed under the Old Testament. However much those believers excelled in the strength of their faith, in the knowledge and perception of Christ they were behind us. The Lord therefore promised long before: 'The earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.' Paul points to this being fulfilled when he says of the New Testament church in 2 Corinthians 3:18: 'But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory.' And Christ Himself says in John 6:45: 'They shall all be taught of God.'

    If it is true that knowledge should so abound in the time of the Gospel, then all who are ignorant in this later age of the world must know they have much to answer for at the day of judgment. For God in the New Testament has made His church to overflow with knowledge, so that their ignorance — for which they imagine God will excuse them — will actually serve as an indictment against them at the last day, making their condemnation all the greater. This is because the light of the Gospel has been so clearly and abundantly poured out in these days that the most ordinary believer now can see Christ more plainly than the greatest patriarchs of old, who could only see Him from afar.

    Furthermore, where there is more knowledge, there must be more obedience. Therefore all who call themselves Christians and sit under the preaching of God's word must not be content with bare knowledge, however much they may have. They must bring forth the fruit of obedience in their lives and conduct. Though Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob far surpassed us in the strength of their faith, since we have more knowledge of the Messiah than they did, we must labor to match them in the obedience of our lives. Their faith was stronger than ours — but our obedience should be greater than theirs, because we have more reason to believe. Paul says: 'We all, with unveiled face, behold as in a mirror the glory of the Lord' — and the purpose of this is 'that we would be transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit.' Therefore the more knowledge we have, the more sanctification we ought to show — the more hatred of sin, and the more obedience to God's commands. All the worse, then, that the world generally goes the opposite direction. Even many among us who are not scholars by training have considerable and commendable knowledge of religion. But where is the fruit of it in holy obedience to God's law? God by His gracious calling has made us like a fruitful vine — but the sour grapes of sin are our ordinary produce. They are 'the grapes of gall,' as Moses says. Atheism, blasphemy, contempt for God's word and worship, open desecration of the Lord's Day — these abound everywhere. To say nothing of the heinous crimes against the second table of the law: oppression, adultery, and bloodshed upon bloodshed. For all of this, we may rightly fear that the Lord will either remove His lampstand from among us — making us no longer a church and a people of God — or sweep us away by some fearful judgment, as with a broom of destruction, because we 'suppress the truth in unrighteousness' (Romans 1:18). It would be better not to have known the way of righteousness at all than to turn from the holy commandment once received. Let us therefore join obedience to our knowledge, and so show our faith by doing the duties of worship toward God and of brotherly love and Christianity toward our fellow believers. So much for the first fruit of their faith.

    The second fruit of their faith is noted in these words: 'and welcomed them.' By this we understand not so much the initial act of faith itself — that was noted before — but the growth and strengthening of their faith: a confirmation of heart and settled confidence in the promises made to them. This usage is not unusual in Scripture. Paul prays for churches who already had genuine knowledge, faith, and love — that they might 'increase and abound therein more and more' (Ephesians 3:16-17; Philippians 1:9-11; Colossians 1:9-11).

    From the example of these patriarchs, we learn that it is the duty and characteristic of every true believer to press on and grow in faith until he comes to a full persuasion and assurance in God's promises. All of God's gifts — and therefore faith — are the Lord's talents, and every true believer is the Lord's servant, called to put them to work. God, having placed His talent in a person's hand, expects an increase from it, as the parable shows in Luke 19:13. Paul teaches this same truth, praying for the Ephesians that they would press on and 'be strengthened with power through His Spirit in the inner man' (Ephesians 3:16). He implies that the person who truly believes in Christ must move forward 'from grace to grace' until he becomes a mature person in Christ — just as a child grows from year to year until he becomes a strong adult. Faith is like fire: as long as wood or fuel is added, it will not die but will take hold and grow into a greater flame. In the same way, faith will grow to full assurance in all who consistently apply themselves to God's word and prayer.

    But is this how things stand with us when it comes to faith? In truth, generally it is far otherwise. Many among us have no concern for faith at all and think they can live as they please — their good intentions will be enough. Others — and they are not few — are so far from moving forward in faith that they grow worse day by day and steadily move backward. A third group will hear the word and receive the sacraments, but their growth in grace is very slight. They seem stuck in place and make little progress.

    However small a failing it may seem — not to grow in faith — it is undoubtedly a fearful judgment of God when those who sit under the word in any congregation are taught day after day and do not profit by it. The Holy Spirit therefore notes those described as 'always learning and never able to come to the knowledge of the truth' (2 Timothy 3:7) as a people weighed down by sin. When a newborn baby does not thrive or grow despite good care, the common saying is that something is wrong with it. In the same way, if a person hears God's word and does not increase in knowledge, faith, and obedience, we may truly say he is spiritually stunted. To avoid this fearful condition, we must first labor for faith, and having faith, press on to increase in it and in all other graces of God, until we become mature and strong in Christ.

    It is said here that these patriarchs increased in faith. But one may ask: how did they achieve this, and by what means? The answer is found in the book of Genesis, where we can identify three means by which they were confirmed in faith and grew in grace. The first means came from God Himself. Having made His covenant with Abraham, God mercifully renewed it several times during Abraham's life as occasions arose. And He did not let it end with Abraham's death — when Abraham died, God renewed His covenant with Isaac and Rebecca, and with Jacob after them. No words can adequately express what an immense help it was to their faith to have the Lord Himself renewing His gracious promises to them. The second means of strengthening their faith was their godly teaching of one another. The practice of the patriarchs was to teach and instruct their children, nurturing them in the true worship and fear of God. By this means they not only planted God's promises in their children's hearts but confirmed those promises in their own — for whoever teaches another from a heart that has truly felt the truth greatly strengthens his own soul. God Himself testifies this of Abraham, saying: 'I have chosen him, so that he may command his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing righteousness and justice.' What Abraham did for Isaac, Isaac undoubtedly did for Jacob. The third means of growing in faith was personal. Each patriarch regularly set aside time to meditate on God's promises in private. We read that Isaac 'went out to meditate in the field toward evening' (Genesis 24:63) — and we may be confident it was on God's promises and their fulfillment. And we need not doubt that Abraham and Jacob did the same.

    These are the means by which these godly patriarchs were strengthened in their faith. All of this must be carefully noted and put into practice by us. The main reason we hear the word frequently and yet profit little from it is this: the means by which people should grow in faith are so rarely used. The first means — God's side of the work — is through His great and unspoken mercy, richly provided in many parts of the land through the faithful ministry of the Gospel, where God's gracious promises of mercy are opened and applied to people's hearts, and His judgments against sin are declared plainly, to drive people to lay hold of God's mercy in Christ. But as for the second means — mutual instruction of parent to child, master to servant, neighbor to neighbor, along with shared conversation about what we are being taught — and the third means — personal meditation on God's word and promises (which for the Christian soul is like chewing the cud for an animal: as chewing transforms what was eaten into true nourishment, so holy meditation makes God's word and promises into real spiritual refreshment by digesting them in the heart) — if we look honestly at these two, we will find them seldom used by most people, or not at all. Thanks be to God, we need not doubt that there are some who use these means carefully and reverently. But sadly, such people are very few. And because this duty is so poorly carried out, it follows that though the covenant of mercy in Christ is often proclaimed, people reap little benefit from it. We must therefore learn to follow the remarkable practice of these godly patriarchs. Whatever means they used for the growth of their faith, we must use as well — and use them diligently. Then we too will grow and increase and become strong in faith, as they did.

    The third fruit of their faith is this: 'and they welcomed them thankfully.'

    The original word means 'to greet' or 'salute' — not only in speech but in any warm manner, such as an embrace. In this context it is well translated 'welcomed them thankfully' — that is, they received them gladly and gratefully from God's hand.

    This is a notable fruit of faith for which they are commended. Seeing God's promises from a great distance, they still received them with the greatest warmth and thankfulness. But we should consider how they expressed this thankfulness — through two things: 1. An action of the heart. 2. An action of the life. The action of the heart was this: even though the promise was not yet fulfilled in their time, they were filled with joy about it. Our Savior Christ said to the Jews: 'Your father Abraham rejoiced to see My day; he saw it and was glad' (John 8:56). The sight of Christ at such a distance filled Abraham's heart with gladness. We may safely assume the same of Sarah, Isaac, and Jacob — that their hearts were also overwhelmed with joy to hear God's wonderful promise concerning the Messiah, and to contemplate the joyful fulfillment they knew would come in due time.

    Second, they expressed their thankful reception of the promise through their conduct in life. As we read often in the Genesis account, whenever they came to a new place, they built an altar and offered sacrifice to God and called on His name. They did all of this to testify their inward joy and grateful acceptance of God's promises in Christ, and of the promised land — though neither had yet been fulfilled in their time.

    As for us, the very same great promises God made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob He has also made and continued toward us. Indeed, we have already seen those promises fulfilled — and we see them confirmed more plainly and clearly than any of the patriarchs ever did. This being so, our duty is to receive them with far more thankfulness and warmth than the patriarchs did or could, since we have far more light and knowledge of God's promises than they ever possessed.

    Yet we have just cause to grieve over the age and times we live in. For where we should receive God's promises with the greatest joy and gratitude, the reality is far different. It may fairly be said of our nation and people that, in view of God's mercies and promises, we are an ungrateful people. And if we honestly examine the evidence, we will find this is largely true in most of us. Consider: bring any of us to a place where there is some entertaining performance or spectacle, and how remarkably we are captivated — we could willingly spend whole days watching. But bring us to hear the Gospel of Christ, His holy word preached and taught — the same word that filled Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob with great joy — and we sit heavy and drowsy, so that the word seems tiresome to us. One hour feels so long we can barely stay awake. And if the sermon runs a little past the hour, how impatiently we react! All of this shows plainly that we have no such joy in hearing of Christ and His merciful promises as these godly patriarchs did. We are hard-hearted and ungrateful, entirely unaffected by such great favors from our God toward us.

    Second, consider how people behave in God's worship. It is clear that the great majority worship God merely out of outward habit and social expectation. These godly patriarchs — Abraham and the rest — built altars everywhere they went and offered sacrifice to God, to express their warm and willing hearts toward God for His promises. But now people worship God in a purely formal way — not out of thankfulness, but either because the law compels them or because it is the established custom and order that must be maintained. As proof, take an ordinary person and ask him why he comes to the congregation. He will say he comes to do what everyone else does — though what they do he does not know, or what he himself should be doing he cannot say and does not much care to find out. Others come to worship God — but ask them how. They will say, by reciting the Ten Commandments, the Lord's Prayer, and the creed. But if the word is either preached or read, they pay no attention, thinking that all worship consists in repeating those three things. This shows they worship God only for the sake of appearances, with little more than the outward motion of their lips.

    There is yet another group who draw near to God with their lips while their hearts are far from Him. Their bodies may be present in the congregation, but their hearts are wandering among their worldly business or sinful concerns. It can truly be said that God is not being worshiped in spirit and in truth. And therefore we are an ungrateful people — wholly fallen away from the faith of our forefathers, these holy patriarchs, who received God's promises with such warmth and thanksgiving.

    Third, we have God's word preached and taught to us daily. But how many make it their concern to obey it in their lives and in their calling? People come and hear, and ought to learn — but when they go home, they do exactly the opposite of what was taught. There can be no greater ingratitude or unkindness toward God than this: to hear and not obey. 'Disobedience is as the sin of witchcraft.' Indeed, the Lord Himself says that the person who makes no conscience of obedience in his life, when he comes before God in worship, is no more acceptable to Him than a murderer is when he kills a man.

    Therefore, since obedience is so rare among us and disobedience abounds everywhere, it is plain evidence that we are not receiving God's promises with thankfulness and warmth. For if we were, we would at least make the effort to do what God commands in His law and calls for in His Gospel — and so show our gratitude through our obedience. This means every one of us must examine himself personally. God has given us His Gospel as the means of our salvation. We must receive and embrace it — or God will either take it away from us, or take us from it. For we may be sure that one of these two will follow if we go on hearing day after day and making no conscience to obey. And so much for the third fruit of the patriarchs' faith.

    The fourth fruit of their faith follows: 'And they confessed that they were strangers and exiles on the earth.'

    Several points deserve attention here. First, the text says 'they confessed' — that is, they openly declared what they were and what their religion was. They did this not only among themselves but before the face of God's enemies and people of other nations. In Genesis 23:4, Abraham told the people of the land of Canaan that 'he was a stranger and a sojourner among them.' And when Jacob came before Pharaoh, he confessed that both 'his days and the days of his fathers were years of sojourning' (Genesis 47:9). By openly declaring themselves strangers in those lands, they were also plainly expressing their rejection of the religion and idolatry of those nations and proclaiming themselves to belong to a different faith. This is the truth of what is said of them here: they confessed and professed both their identity and their faith — and they did so before the enemies of God.

    From this we learn that we must not be ashamed of the holy profession of the Christian faith to which we are called. Our calling is to profess the Gospel and religion of Christ. To many, this is a source of reproach and disgrace. But we must take this specific lesson from these men's example: however the world judges Christ and His religion, we, having entered into this holy profession and been called to it, must never be ashamed of it — much less deny or abandon it. In the early church it was a mark of contempt among both Jews and Greeks to be a Christian. To the one, the Gospel was a stumbling block; to the other, an absurdity (1 Corinthians 1:23). Yet Paul openly declared: 'I am not ashamed of the gospel' (Romans 1:16). So it must be with us. We profess Christ's religion — and we must not be ashamed of it. Some have little knowledge but a genuine desire for faith. But when they see others doing nothing but mocking and ridiculing religion, they are intimidated and held back from openly professing and embracing it.

    But if we wish to be saved by faith as these men were, we must learn from their example not to be ashamed of the profession of Christianity to which we are called. We must follow the remarkable example of Abraham and the patriarchs, who were not ashamed or afraid to declare their faith before pagan nations whenever opportunity arose. 'Whoever is ashamed of Me and My words,' Christ says, 'the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when He comes in His glory and the glory of the Father' (Luke 9:26).

    Going further: these patriarchs professed two things — 1. That they were strangers. 2. That they were pilgrims. A stranger is someone who lives not in his own country but in a foreign land, even if he is not currently traveling.

    A pilgrim is someone who is passing through a foreign land on the way to his own home. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob were strangers because they lived as strangers in tents, not in the countries where they were born but in the foreign land to which God had called them. And they were pilgrims because they were always ready to move on from there to wherever God would call them next. In every place they stayed, they waited on God and looked to Him for the kingdom of heaven.

    This was not unique to these patriarchs — it is also the common calling of all Christians who hope to be saved by the same faith. David, long after them, confesses to God in Psalm 39:12 that he is 'a stranger and a sojourner with You, as all my fathers were.' We too must follow their faith in the practice of this confession. Living here on earth, we must bear witness and declare ourselves to be both strangers and pilgrims.

    But how, some may ask, are we to live up to this profession? The answer is: we must do three things. First, we must 'use this world and the things in it as though we did not fully use them' (1 Corinthians 7:31). The temporal blessings we enjoy here we must use as strangers do — for present need only, without setting our hearts on them. The practice of these godly patriarchs should further persuade us of this. They had the promise of the land of Canaan clearly and unconditionally — no person in the world ever had stronger title to what he possessed than they had to that land. Yet when they came to it, they enjoyed it and everything in it as strangers. They owned nothing outright — they even had to purchase ground to bury their dead. We must use the things we have in this world in the same way. Our houses we must use as a stranger uses an inn. Our goods we must use as a pilgrim uses another person's belongings when stopping for a night — always holding them lightly, ready and willing to leave them the next morning, or at any moment God calls us away.

    Second, we must cast off everything in this world that hinders us on our journey to the kingdom of heaven — as good travelers do, who carry with them only what helps them reach their destination. If something hinders them along the way, they will set it aside and rather lose it than be delayed from reaching home. But what is it that burdens us on this journey to heaven? Paul shows us: in 2 Timothy 3:6 he says certain people 'are weighed down with sins.' Sin is what weighs us down. The author of Hebrews calls sin 'the weight that clings so closely' (Hebrews 12:1). Therefore, if we want to be faithful pilgrims on the way to heaven, we must be on guard against all sin. Sin will hold us down so that we cannot take a single step forward — and it will drag us backward toward destruction. For 'the way is narrow that leads to life, and the gate is small, and few there are who find it' (Matthew 7:13-14). Anyone who would enter through that gate must come with a humble and clean heart. The gate will not allow anyone laden with sin to pass through. The proud person whose heart is puffed up with arrogance, the greedy person whose heart is consumed with desire for more, the ambitious person swollen with worldly status and position, the self-indulgent person who fattens himself on earthly and fleshly pleasures — all of these have grown too large to pass through this narrow gate. But the humble in spirit, who live gentle and innocent lives, will walk this path though it is narrow, and enter through this door though it is small. Therefore we must cast off every sin through genuine repentance — and so make ourselves fit pilgrims for the road to heaven.

    Third, we must learn contentment of heart in whatever station of life God sends us — contentment equally in sickness and in health, in poverty and in abundance, in trouble and in peace, in good reputation and in ill report, in every condition of life and death. A pilgrim on the road accepts with patience whatever befalls him. If he is wronged in any way, he endures it quietly, without seeking revenge or lodging complaints until he reaches home — where he knows he will have a hearing and receive justice. We must behave the same way on our pilgrimage to heaven. In hope of the rest and restoration awaiting us, we must bear with patience everything that comes to us on this road of life. Practicing these three things, we will become faithful pilgrims and strangers in this world.

    Here two questions arise for consideration. First, if every person in both profession and practice must show himself to be a pilgrim and stranger in this world — is it therefore a higher and better way of life for a person to renounce the world and everything in it and embrace a life of deliberate beggary and voluntary poverty? The answer requires us to note that in Scripture, 'the world' is used in more than one way. First, it can refer to the sins and corruptions found in the world — and these absolutely must be rejected. In fact, the best religion is the one that most effectively teaches us to reject these, and the best person is the one who most fully forsakes them, whatever calling he lives in.

    Second, 'the world' can refer to temporal blessings — money, land, wealth, provisions, and other outward things that belong to the necessary or reasonable maintenance of this natural life. In this sense, 'the world' is not to be rejected. These earthly things are in themselves good gifts from God. No one can simply reject them without disrespecting God's ordering hand and providence, which has appointed them for the sustaining of natural life.

    Roman Catholics regard voluntary poverty — as practiced by begging friars — as an angelic state of near-perfect holiness approaching the glory of heaven. But it is in reality a human invention with no basis in God's word, which decrees: 'If anyone is not willing to work, he shall not eat.' Objection: But they point to Christ's words to the rich young man: 'Go, sell all you possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven' (Mark 10). Answer: That command was not a general rule but a particular instruction given to that one man. It was a test specifically for him — just as the command to Abraham, 'Abraham, sacrifice your son' (Genesis 22:2), was unique to Abraham. The reason for that command was specific to his situation: to expose his corruption and reveal his hypocrisy. Furthermore, even if the young man was told to 'sell all,' he was not told to 'give all' but rather to 'sell all and give to the poor.' Second objection: They also argue that Christ Himself was a pauper, and His disciples had nothing of their own and traveled the world as beggars, living on what others provided. Answer: This is a fabrication and cannot be proved from God's word. The money bag that Judas carried is evidence to the contrary. He served as, in effect, the treasurer of Christ's household — overseeing their provisions and their giving to the poor, as John 13:27-29 shows. Christ's disciples, though they set aside the present use of their homes and properties, did not give up their title or ownership. Christ went to Peter's house, where He healed Peter's mother-in-law (Matthew 8:14). And after Christ's passion, Peter and the other disciples returned to their boats and went back to fishing for a time — for Christ appeared to them while they were fishing (John 21).

    Second question: May a person lawfully seek to be prosperous, given that we must confess ourselves to be pilgrims and strangers in this life? Answer: Riches may be understood in two ways: 1. As having enough. 2. As having abundance. By 'enough,' I mean the things necessary and fitting for a person's station — enough to maintain himself and his family. In this sense, a person may lawfully seek to be provided for. This is what we are taught to pray for in the fourth petition of the Lord's Prayer: 'Give us this day our daily bread' — that is, things suitable and needful for the day. The reasoning is as follows: what we may lawfully ask of God, we may lawfully work to obtain. We may lawfully ask God for everything necessary to this life — therefore we may lawfully use means to attain those things. Agur's prayer in Proverbs 30 shows the same: 'Give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with the food that is my portion.' This shows it is right for a person to work for what is necessary for life. But because human nature is so greedy that even the whole world would not satisfy it, we must adopt this rule of contentment for worldly things: follow the counsel and example of wise and godly people who are neither covetous nor wasteful, but content with what is sufficient. As for matters of clothing and similar things for which Scripture gives no specific rule or command, our guide must be the example and practice of the most sober and godly people in our particular station of life — their example should direct us in all cases where God's word provides no specific instruction.

    But if riches are taken in the second sense — abundance beyond what is adequate and sufficient — then it is not lawful for a person to seek to be rich. For this we have the plain testimony of God's word. Paul says in 1 Timothy 6:8-9: 'If we have food and covering, with these we shall be content. But those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a snare and many foolish and harmful desires which plunge men into ruin and destruction.' Here the apostle does not simply condemn a comfortable income, but rather the desire to be rich — that is, the desire to have more than is necessary to maintain one's station. Yet this is the common sin of the world. People are so greedy they will not be content with enough, but toil relentlessly for more — until they have amassed what would honestly and adequately maintain ten men in their position and calling. All such people are condemned by the testimony of the Holy Spirit in the passage just cited.

    Question: What if God gives abundance to a man through lawful means — what should such a man do? Answer: When God sends great wealth to anyone, the person must regard himself as appointed by God as a steward over it, to use it rightly for God's glory and the benefit of His church. He must always keep in mind the rule of the prophet David in Psalm 62:10: 'If riches increase, do not set your heart on them.' He does not say, 'If riches increase, refuse them.' He says, 'Do not set your heart on them.' And that is enough on these questions.

    This practice of the patriarchs is as necessary for us today as it ever was. The reason we profit so little from so much hearing of God's word is this: we have not lived as pilgrims and strangers in this world. Instead, 'the worries and riches and pleasures of this life' have choked the word (Matthew 13:22), leaving it no room to take root and grow in our hearts. When we have heard the word, we do not remember it — because our hearts and affections are fixed on the pleasures and advantages of this world. We must therefore shake off this corrupting tendency and learn to live as pilgrims and strangers, not entangling ourselves with the things of this life but 'using them as if we do not fully use them' — so that they are no hindrance to the growth of God's grace in us.

    For they that say such things declare plainly that they are seeking a homeland.


    The previous verse laid out the constancy of Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, and Jacob in the faith. In verses 14 through 16, the Holy Spirit goes on to enlarge and deepen the commendation of their perseverance in faith. The intent of all these verses is to demonstrate that each of these believers remained constant in the faith to the end. The proof is built on one substantial argument, which amounts to this: Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, and Jacob were seeking their true homeland — which was heaven — and therefore they persevered in the true faith.

    But some may object that this argument is not solid — for people may seek heaven who have never possessed true saving faith. Balaam, for instance, 'wished that his end might be like the end of the righteous' (Numbers 23:10) — which presumably included a desire for the state of the righteous after this life.

    My answer is that Balaam's desire was not grounded in any settled conviction or firm resolve, but was merely a sudden impulse. Second, though he desired to die the death of the righteous, he had no desire to live the life of the righteous. He had no interest in walking the road that leads to that end — and without walking that road, no one ordinarily can reach it.

    Some will press further and say: Christ Himself tells us that 'many will seek to enter through the narrow door of the kingdom of heaven and will not be able' (Luke 13:24). Therefore seeking heaven is no sufficient proof of true faith.

    Answer: True — many will seek to enter heaven and will not be able, because they seek when the door of mercy is already shut and the day of grace has passed. For there is a time of grace when the Lord may be found. If people do not seek Him in that season, however long they search afterward, they will not find Him. But the seeking of these patriarchs was genuine and constant — and therefore a clear fruit of true faith. First, they sought a heavenly homeland. Second, they sought it in due season — not in a single burst but consistently throughout the whole course of their lives. Third, they went about it the right way — denying themselves and their standing in this world, living as strangers on earth, and willing to forsake everything in this world to attain heaven, which they regarded as their true dwelling place and their eternal rest.

    More specifically, the Holy Spirit divides this reason into two parts and handles each in turn. First, He proves that they sought a homeland — here in verse 14. Second, He proves that this homeland they sought was heaven itself — in verses 15 and 16. The first part — that they sought a homeland — is proved this way: those who say they are pilgrims and strangers plainly show they are seeking a homeland. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob said of themselves that they were pilgrims and strangers. Therefore they plainly showed that they were seeking a homeland.

    The first part of this argument is self-evident: anyone who says he is a pilgrim and stranger in a place is plainly showing that he is away from his own homeland and is therefore seeking one. The second part is drawn from their confession at the end of the previous verse — 'and they confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on the earth.' From this, the conclusion follows in verse 14: these patriarchs were seeking a homeland.

    Notice here that the author of this letter had read the history of Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, and Jacob recorded by Moses in Genesis with great care. In reading, he observed what each of them personally confessed in many passages of that book — namely, that they were pilgrims and strangers. From that confession he also drew this profound insight: that they were therefore not in their own homeland, but were seeking another. The author of this letter practiced three things with the Scriptures: reading, meditation, and observation.

    From this we learn that all of God's ministers, and those preparing for ministry, must read and study the Scriptures diligently and meditate on them. Without question, the author of this letter was an apostle with extraordinary gifts, and yet he took pains to examine the specific words of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as recorded by Moses in Genesis. Daniel was also an extraordinary prophet — yet, as we can read in Daniel 9:2, he studied the prophecies of Jeremiah and Ezekiel with remarkable diligence. Timothy, though he was a disciple (Acts 16:1) and well educated, was still charged by Paul to 'devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation and teaching' (1 Timothy 4:13). Ezekiel was commanded to 'eat the scroll and fill your stomach with it' (Ezekiel 3:3), and John likewise was commanded to 'eat the little book' (Revelation 10:9-10) — and he did. All of this powerfully reinforces the duty before us: God's servant in ministry must, as it were, consume God's book — digesting in understanding and judgment as deeply as possible the profound things of God and the hardest passages of Scripture. Here he must lay his foundation, and here he must return from all other writings whenever any question of doctrine arises.

    This direction is most necessary for seminaries and for all of God's ministers — yet the opposite practice dominates in the world. In Catholic universities, most theologians devote themselves to studying the works of certain scholastic philosophers and the commentaries written on them. These are applied day and night, though they are many and lengthy and filled with needless philosophical distinctions — and often they are publicly taught. Meanwhile the Bible is neglected or given little attention. Here we can see the devil's cunning and his hatred for the church of God, since the schools training ministers are the fountains of learning. When Satan steals from these schools their study of the Bible and replaces it with corrupt human writings, he poisons those fountains to the danger of infecting the whole church. This error is common in Catholic settings, but some degree of it is found among Protestants as well. Many people in their private study spend little time in God's word and give themselves entirely to human writings — councils, the church fathers, scholastic philosophers, and other commentators. When handling Scripture, they take more pride in proving a point of doctrine from many human sources than from the written word itself. But the truth is, to do this is to put the servant above the master. As for explaining Scripture using other writers, that is no great feat of learning — anyone of ordinary ability and diligence can summarize what others have said before him. But to open Scripture soundly and purely, as it ought to be opened, is a different matter altogether from what such men suppose. Thorough study of the text itself proves to be the greatest help, as those who have tried it most consistently will confirm. The works of godly men must not be despised — they should be read and valued in their proper place, as aids for studying Scripture and for sharpening our understanding of God's word. Those who dismiss such works do not know what help they provide or what light they shed on many difficult passages of Scripture. But above and beyond all else, before and after everything, God's word must be consumed by us and studied with all diligence.

    Second, the fact that the author of this letter noted their specific words and from them drew the insight that they were seeking a homeland teaches all people to engage seriously with every part of the Bible — including its historical accounts — and to draw godly reflections from the words themselves. Paul told the Colossians, 'Let the word of Christ richly dwell within you' (Colossians 3:16). The prophet David marks it as a characteristic of a good person to 'meditate in the law of God day and night.' And the example of the virgin Mary is recorded for us to follow — she 'treasured all these things in her heart.' It is a sad thing to see how little people read God's word today. People will not only own books of law but have them memorized — yet many have no Bible at all. And if they do have one, it sits on a shelf unread. And if they occasionally read, they never meditate on what they have read, as this passage instructs us to do.

    Furthermore, the fact that the Holy Spirit reasons from the examples of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob — 'they were pilgrims and strangers, therefore they were seeking a homeland' — teaches us an important point: a doctrine, even if not stated in so many words in the Bible, is no less binding if it can be rightly and soundly concluded from Scripture. Those who object to theological terms like 'person,' 'nature,' 'sacrament,' 'consubstantial,' and 'Trinity' because they do not appear literally in the Bible are therefore greatly mistaken. These terms may be retained with good conscience and great benefit, because even if they are not literally written in Scripture, their meaning and substance are contained there and can be soundly drawn from it by valid reasoning. We do not reject transubstantiation because the word is absent from Scripture — we reject it because the teaching itself is not found there and cannot be derived from it by necessary reasoning. In fact, Scripture points in the opposite direction.

    Many people similarly reject the doctrine of the Holy Spirit proceeding from the Son, and the baptism of infants, because these are not stated in those exact words in Scripture. But the answer is that even though they are not expressly stated word for word, they can be soundly drawn from Scripture by valid reasoning — and are therefore true doctrines that must be believed no less than those stated plainly. That is enough on the first part of the argument. 'And if they had been mindful of that country from which they had come, they would have had opportunity to return. But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for He has prepared a city for them.'

    Here the Holy Spirit proves the second part of the earlier argument with two reasons. The first is contained in verse 15 and the opening of verse 16. It is drawn from the distinction between two kinds of homeland, and can be stated this way: they were either seeking an earthly homeland or a heavenly one.

    But not an earthly one — therefore they were seeking a heavenly homeland. The first part of this argument is self-evident. The second part is found in verse 15, from which the conclusion follows at the beginning of verse 16.

    The first part of the argument appears in the words: 'And if they had been mindful of that country...' That is, if they had looked back with longing to Mesopotamia or Chaldea — the places where they were born — and desired to enjoy the comforts or pleasures of those lands, they would have had ample time to return there, given how long they lived in the land to which God had called them.

    Notice two things here. First, they were not mindful of — that is, they did not remember — the country from which they had come. When God commanded them to leave and not return to Mesopotamia, they obeyed. They came out and left their homeland behind.

    From this we learn that although forgetfulness is usually a fault, there is a kind of forgetfulness that is actually a great virtue — namely, forgetting the things that displease God and that He does not want us to dwell on. Psalm 45:9 tells us this. The church is commanded to 'forget your own people and your father's house' — that is, to put aside her own will and desires. She must not dwell on anything that displeases God — unless it is to reject it.

    This condemns a practice common among many older people today — sitting among younger people and fondly recounting the sinful behavior of their youth: their wild living, their quarrels, and their breaking of God's commandments. This is a serious sin. A person should not recall his past sins except with grief and disgust — being sorry for them and angry with himself for having committed them — or in order to warn others how to avoid the same mistakes.

    And just as this kind of forgetfulness is a true virtue, there is also a virtuous and good form of remembering — being mindful of things that please God. This means remembering His judgments, so that we are humbled by them; remembering His mercies, so that we are grateful to Him; and remembering His commandments, so that we obey His will. These are the things we should work to imprint on our memories.

    Second, notice that God called these patriarchs out of their own country and told them to live in Canaan as strangers and pilgrims — and that is exactly what they did. They stayed there with no intention of returning. They did not even look back with longing to their former home.

    From this we learn to be constant in the calling to which God has called us. It is a serious sin for a person to abandon the calling in which God has placed him. When the Israelites refused to remain patiently and steadily with God in the wilderness — but wanted to throw off God's calling and return to Egypt to sit by their pots of meat — God's hand came down on them severely, as Psalm 78 describes at length. Lot's wife, for looking back when she had been commanded not to, was punished in a terrifying and extraordinary way — turned into a pillar of salt (Genesis 19:26). Our Savior Christ says in Luke 9:62: 'No one, after putting his hand to the plow and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God.' He means: the man who walks away from the plow is not fit for the field — and in the same way, the man who abandons his calling is not fit for God's service.

    Applying this to ourselves: God has called us to profess the Christian faith, which is why we are called Protestants. We must therefore hold to this faith steadily and without wavering or doubt — not looking back to that spiritual Egypt of darkness and superstition from which we have been delivered, and certainly not turning to any other religion. This is the true religion, grounded on God's word.

    Furthermore, in our Christian calling, we have made vows to God to renounce the flesh, the world, and the devil. Since this is our calling — since we have promised it and taken it up — we must live it out in our daily lives, fighting courageously every day against the world, the flesh, and the devil. For if we profess religion in words but do not obey it in action, we make ourselves unfit for the kingdom of heaven. And yet, sadly, people behave like the pig that returns to the mud after being washed clean, and like the dog that returns to its vomit. Most people simply serve the flesh, the world, and its desires — that is where their joy and comfort lie. Take those things from them and you have taken their lives. They are as far from seeking the kingdom of heaven as these patriarchs were near to it.

    That is enough on the first part of the argument.

    The second part now follows: they were not seeking any place on earth — and therefore the conclusion follows that they desired a country which is heaven, expressed in the words: 'But as it is, they desire a better country.'

    But some will ask: the patriarchs had been dead for many hundreds of years before this letter was written — how can they be said to 'desire a country' in the present tense? The answer is that the author of this letter is following the practice of historians, who speak of events from long ago as if they are happening now.

    It says they 'desired a better country.' These patriarchs had two countries set before them: the land of Canaan and the kingdom of heaven. They could choose which one to make their portion and inheritance — the one to set their hearts on. They judged heaven, though still to come, to be better than Canaan, though immediately present — and so they chose heaven and longed for it.

    From this we learn that while we should be thankful to God for all His blessings, among all of them we should choose the best. David does this. Given the choice between living in safety and comfort among the wicked, or in a humble and dangerous situation near God's sanctuary, he says in Psalm 84:10 that he would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of his God than dwell in the tents of the wicked. Solomon is highly commended by the Holy Spirit in 1 Kings 3:10-11 for choosing a wise and understanding heart over riches and honor. Moses, as we will see later, had the choice of living in glory and ease in Pharaoh's court, or suffering hardship with the people of God. Having the gift of discernment, Moses 'refused to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter, choosing rather to share ill-treatment with the people of God than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin.' These holy examples all teach us that when God places different kinds of blessings before us, we must use spiritual wisdom to choose the best. By contrast, Esau had this same kind of choice set before him — his brother's bowl of red stew or his birthright — and he chose the lesser. As a result, the New Testament marks him with this label: 'godless Esau.' The Gadarenes are similarly branded with lasting shame for choosing their pigs over Christ and His salvation. The same choice is set before us every day. God, in His mercy, presents to us in the preaching of the word Christ Jesus crucified — and in Him, forgiveness of sins and salvation. On the other side, the devil comes and sets before us every kind of empty pleasure and delight, dangling before each person the sins he is most drawn to, along with all the profit and pleasure that usually accompanies such sins. Most people, when this choice is placed before them, abandon God's true and lasting blessings and turn to the devil's painted spectacles — choosing sin and the worthless companions that come with it. This is too obvious to deny. However faithfully God's word is preached and however often we hear it, we still prefer the vanities and pleasures of the sinful world over Christ crucified, giving Christ and our own salvation little thought compared to the present profits and pleasures of sin. We must pray that God would give us spiritual wisdom and the gift of discernment — so that when God sets before us things so vastly different, we may have the grace to tell them apart and choose the best, refusing the worst. But as for those who make such a foolish choice that they now prefer sin over God's blessings in Christ — they will see a day when they would wish to be dogs, toads, or serpents rather than men and women. And yet, even though they would gladly make that trade, they will never be able to do so. They will remain wretched men and women forever, because they once made such a godless choice. The path of life was set before them and they chose the way of death — and so when they would desire death, they will not have it, but will live a life more bitter than any death, in the greatest agony, forever.

    So we see that in general, their choice was of the better. More specifically, the text adds: 'that is, a heavenly one.'

    These words state the final and most important point in this argument: the patriarchs desired a country better than the land of Canaan — they desired a heavenly country, heaven itself. This is the main point being proved here.

    The patriarchs are our forefathers in faith and the patterns we are to follow — and they desired heaven. Their example teaches each one of us to aim at a different and better country than the one in which we live: the kingdom of heaven. We must not think that this world is the homeland we were born for. Every one of us must seek this better country — whether high or low, young or old, educated or not — if we are to follow these godly patriarchs. And we must not do this only at death, after spending our whole lives seeking this world — that would be to despise heaven. Even in youth and in the strength of our days we must set our hearts on heaven, using this world and its things in such a way that when we die, we may come to that blessed country we desired and sought throughout our lives.

    To persuade us toward this, consider the following reasons. First, worldly wisdom itself teaches this lesson. A man who lives on his own land and in his own house is often careless. But a man living in someone else's house — with no lease, certain to be turned out at an unknown time — will make provision in time for another place to move into, so he is not left without shelter. And if he can manage it, he will secure a better place, so that his move is not a step down. While we live in this world, our bodies are tents in which our souls dwell for a time. And the length of that time is uncertain — no one can say with confidence that he will live to the next hour. Therefore each of us must secure for himself a dwelling place in heaven, where we may live forever in complete blessedness.

    Consider also the condition of every kind of person in the world. Sin, atheism, and godlessness are everywhere — the blaspheming of God's holy name, the breaking of His Sabbath, and daily sins against the second table of the law. All of this continually cries out for judgment, calling for God's punishment to fall on us. We do not know how God will deal with us for our own sins — whether He will take from us our goods, our reputation, our health, our friends, or our lives. Therefore it is urgent that we secure for ourselves a resting place where we may dwell forever, after this fragile and misery-filled life comes to an end.

    Third, if we fail to do this, consider what follows. This is our actual condition: by nature we are children of wrath and of the devil, and through our many sins we have made our situation far worse. What then do we deserve for this corruption and these transgressions? Certainly not heaven, but its opposite — the place of eternal suffering and destruction, the bottomless pit of hell. If this is what we deserve by nature, then let neither sin nor Satan deceive us into thinking we can arrive at heaven while remaining in our corrupt natural state. Instead, let us labor by every means to escape the place we deserve by nature, so that through the gift of faith in Christ we may come to the heavenly city these godly patriarchs so earnestly sought. But if we remain in our sins and die in them, we are certain to go to that place of destruction and remain there in torment with the devil and his angels forever. The stakes could not be higher — we must use every good means available to reach heaven, or our condition will be the most wretched of all creatures, with ruin and destruction our portion without end.

    This should wake up and stir our dead and drowsy hearts — hearts so numbed by sin that though we hear, we neither learn nor put into practice what we hear. We have no trouble taking care and effort over worldly things. But if we will do anything for our own eternal good, let us labor by every means to come to heaven. For if we miss that city, it would have been better for us never to have been born — better to have been the most insignificant creature in the world than to have been a human being. When animals die, all their suffering ends. But if we die unprepared for that place, our death will be the beginning of all suffering and misery.

    Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for He has prepared a city for them.


    These words contain a second argument proving that these patriarchs died in faith, seeking their homeland in heaven. The argument is drawn from God's own testimony, recorded by Moses in Exodus, where God says He is 'the God of their fathers, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob' (Exodus 3:16).

    Explanation of 'therefore': that is, in order that it might be plain and evident that these patriarchs died in faith and sought the heavenly homeland, God was pleased to grant them this honor — to be called their God.

    'Was not ashamed' — being or not being ashamed of someone properly applies to people, and it cannot be said of God in the strict sense that He is ashamed or blushes (as the word suggests). Rather, the meaning is that God was pleased to grant them this favor and honor. Question: What was this honor He showed them? Answer: To be called their God. This means that God accepted them in His mercy as those with whom He would make His covenant of salvation — not with them alone, but with their descendants after them. Second, He chose them to represent the covenant on behalf of all the rest. Third, He granted them an extraordinary and special favor — He would bear their names, and they would bear His, making His glorious name known to the end of the world by the title 'the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.' From this the argument follows: God would not be called in any special sense the God of faithless men — He would reserve such a special honor for believers. But God did extend this favor to these three patriarchs. Therefore they without question lived and died in that holy faith.

    The statement that 'God was not ashamed to be called their God' teaches us first that God does not extend His mercy equally to all people — some receive a greater measure of His favor than others. Kings choose from among all their subjects certain men to serve on their council or guard, giving them special recognition and dispensing their favors to them more generously than to the rest. In the same way, God chose from among all Abraham's relatives these three — Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob — and bestowed on them an honor He extended to none of their ancestors before them or their descendants after them. It is no surprise, then, that He does not bestow His special mercy on all people, since He does not distribute even His lesser favors equally to all. And yet for all this, He is not a respecter of persons. A respecter of persons is one who favors one person over another because of some quality he sees in that person. But God extended this honor to these three solely out of pure mercy and goodwill — not because of anything He found in them.

    This refutes the popular error being spread in this age — that God loves all people equally as human beings, has chosen all to salvation as human beings, and has rejected none. Their argument is that it stands to reason that the Creator should love all His creatures equally. They try to support this view from the general promise made to Abraham: that 'in him all the nations of the earth shall be blessed' (Genesis 22:18). But we must understand that 'all' is not always used as an absolute universal — sometimes it simply means 'many.' Paul, speaking of this covenant of grace in Christ, says 'the Lord made Abraham a father of many nations' (Romans 4:17). There, repeating the covenant recorded by Moses, he uses 'many' in place of 'all.' Furthermore, even granting that Abraham was the father of all nations and that in him all the families of the earth were blessed, it still does not follow that God loves all people equally and alike. He may love the faithful from all nations without loving all people within every nation — for in His generous mercy through Christ, He favors some above others. This answer seems the more sound because we have good reason to believe God will save some from every nation, but no basis at all to imagine He will save all of any nation — still less all of every nation.

    Second, we see here that 'God honors those who honor Him,' as He said to the priest Eli in 1 Samuel 2:30. This deserves careful attention. This God is the glorious King of heaven and earth — yet He humbles Himself and is content to be named by His creatures, exalting them by lowering Himself to be called their God: 'the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.' Here we can plainly see that rather than let those who honor Him go without honor, God will humble Himself so that they might be lifted up.

    From this we may learn several things. First, all who truly profess religion must accustom themselves to 'go through good report and ill report' and be content in every condition for the sake of God's honor. As Paul says: 'I have learned, in whatever state I am, to be content. I know how to be brought low, and I know how to abound. In any and every circumstance I have learned the secret of facing plenty and hunger, abundance and need.' So said that holy man of God — and so must we all strive to say, and to live accordingly. The reason is sound: if a man honors God, then however he is scorned or ignored by the world, God will honor him and hold him in high regard. That will prove the path to all true honor — as it has in this world for all who have tried it.

    Second, from this we learn the true way to gain lasting honor among people — namely, to honor God. A good reputation in the world is not something to despise. The Lord commands all who are under authority to honor those above them, which also means every person has a duty to maintain his own dignity. Since God honors those who honor Him, the surest way to gain true honor among people is this: lay a good foundation first, begin with God, and set all the affections and thoughts of your heart on this one aim — to honor God. Question: How can a person honor God? Answer: By turning away from the rebellious ways of sin and ungodliness, and walking in righteousness throughout the course of his life. This is what God considers an honor to His great Majesty. When a person does this sincerely, God will honor him even among people, to the extent that it is good for him. For God holds all people's hearts in His hand and will incline them to honor those who honor Him. As Paul says, 'If anyone cleanses himself from these things, he will be a vessel for honor' — not only in eternal glory after death, but in grace and favor with God's church. This refutes the thinking and condemns the practice of many who want a good reputation in the world and to be spoken well of by everyone — but what approach do they take to earn that reputation? They do not begin with God and lay their foundation by honoring Him. Instead they strive to please people, by whatever means necessary, whether good or bad — all they care about is pleasing everyone. Because most people live badly, they often choose to do wrong rather than fail to please the majority. But whoever starts pursuing honor by pleasing people is starting at the wrong end. The testimony of the Holy Spirit in this passage is clear: the way to gain genuine approval among people is to begin with God and honor Him.

    Third, if God honors those who honor Him, then consider by contrast how wretched the condition of many people is — 'those who dishonor God, God will dishonor in return.' We see this plainly and at length in the example of Eli and his two sons. 'Those who honor Me I will honor,' says the Lord, 'and those who despise Me shall be lightly esteemed' (1 Samuel 2:30). In Zechariah we read that the man who dishonors God through blasphemy, theft, or perjury — 'the flying scroll of the Lord's curse will enter his house and remain in the midst of it and consume it, both timber and stones' (Zechariah 5:4). Because Eli 'honored his sons above God' (1 Samuel 2:29), the Lord threatened the destruction of both him and his family — and exactly as the Lord had threatened, it came to pass. When the Israelites fought the Philistines (1 Samuel 4:11), his two sons were killed, and when Eli heard the news, he fell backward and broke his neck.

    If this is so, what shall we say about our own nation and people, among whom dishonoring God is as common as it ever was among Roman Catholics or pagans? This happens partly through careless use of His holy titles and taking His name in vain, partly through swearing and open blasphemy, and at times through outright perjury. Indeed, many people operate by the rule that they may swear, deceive, lie, and break their oaths when it is to their advantage. These sins are widespread across all ranks of society — it is rare to have a conversation with someone who does not dishonor God through empty oaths. It has become so common that children, as soon as they can crawl and lisp out words, learn to curse, swear, and take God's name in vain before they can say almost anything else. In this way God is dishonored on every side — so that it is a wonder the earth does not open and swallow many people alive for their swearing and blasphemy. When God's judgments are severely visited upon us in many parts of the land, we may be confident that this blasphemy and taking of God's name in vain is among the causes. And if this is not speedily corrected, there is reason to fear that God will rain down His judgments on us and in His anger sweep us all away — taking the father with the child, the good with the bad — because there is no repentance for so vile and so unnecessary a sin.

    To be called their God.


    Notice further that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob could each say, 'God is my God.' What these worthy patriarchs could say for themselves, each one of us must personally strive for — for their example is and must be a pattern for us to follow. We must therefore labor, by God's grace, to be able to say as these holy patriarchs said: 'The true God is my God — of this I am settled and without doubt in my own conscience.'

    Question: How can we genuinely say that God is our God? Answer: By becoming His servants and people in deed and in truth — for to those who are truly God's people, He is always their God. But how do we become God's true servants? Answer: By setting our hearts on the true God, giving ourselves wholly to Him and to His service, and restraining ourselves from all occasions of sin, because sin displeases Him. Question: But how can a person set his whole heart on God? Answer: He does this when he loves God above all things, fears God above all things, and is above all things zealous for God's glory — when he has full confidence in God's word and promises, and is more grieved over displeasing God than over anything else in the world. Or more plainly: a person sets his heart on God when his heart is so disposed that whenever God commands, he is always ready to obey. As the Lord says in Hosea 2:23: 'I will say to those who were not My people, "You are My people," and they shall say, "You are my God."' And in Psalm 27:8 the Lord says, 'Seek My face.' Then the godly person's heart responds like an echo: 'Your face I shall seek, O Lord.' Such is the heart of the person who is truly a servant and child of God and one of His people.

    For He has prepared a city for them.


    These words support what came before, proving that God was not ashamed to be called their God — because He prepared a city for them. Indeed, this makes it clear that God was greatly pleased with them rather than ashamed of them. Had He been ashamed of them, He would have shut them out of His presence. By preparing this city, He showed His love and favor — securing for them the privilege of living in His presence forever.

    From this we learn that whoever has God for his God has everything — according to the common saying, 'Have God and have all.' And on the contrary: lack God and lack all. Therefore David says in Psalm 145:15: 'Blessed are the people whose God is the Lord.' Other points that could be added here have been addressed in earlier discussion.


  Abraham's Faith

  • • •

    Verse 17. By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and he who had received the promises was offering up his only begotten son. Verse 18. It was he to whom it was said, 'In Isaac your descendants shall be called.' Verse 19. He considered that God is able to raise people even from the dead, from which he also received him back as a type.

    In the previous verses, we heard the faith of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob commended together. Now the Holy Spirit returns to commend each of their faiths individually. He begins with Abraham's faith. Earlier, two works or actions of his faith were set out: first, his departure from his own country; second, his dwelling in a foreign land. Here follows the third — the most remarkable work of all, in which his faith shines most gloriously. His example in this surpasses all others. The key points are these: first, the act of his faith is plainly stated — his offering up of Isaac. Second, this act of faith is commended by three special arguments: first, by three great obstacles that could have prevented this act of faith (as we will see in verses 17 and 18); second, by his triumph over those obstacles (verse 19); and third, by the outcome of this trial and his act of faith in it (at the end of verse 19).

    Starting with the first point: the act of Abraham's faith commended here is that he offered up his son Isaac. A question immediately arises: how could Abraham offer up his son by faith, given that it is against the law of nature and the law of God for a man to kill his own son — which is what Abraham would have to do to offer him in sacrifice to God? The answer is found right in the story in Genesis 22. Although the general commandment is 'You shall not murder,' Abraham had received a specific command: 'Abraham, kill your son.' By virtue of that particular command he acted, and he acted in and by faith. But this raises a further and greater difficulty: how can these two commands stand together when one contradicts the other? Answer: an important principle must be noted here — whenever two commandments are so related that a person cannot keep both, so that obeying one means breaking the other, then one must give way to the other. Although all of God's commandments bind the conscience, some bind it more than others, because some commandments are greater and some are lesser. The rule is therefore this: when two commandments of God conflict so that obeying one breaks the other, a person must give priority to the greater. For example: the first table commands 'Honor God.' The fifth commandment commands 'Honor your parents and rulers.' Now if parents or rulers command something that would dishonor God — something contrary to the first table — the fifth commandment gives way to the first. A person must disobey rulers and parents rather than dishonor God, because the primary duties of the first table take precedence over the primary duties of the second. This is why Christ says: 'If anyone comes to Me, and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be My disciple.' He means that if father or mother, wife or children would draw us away from God, we must choose God over them rather than disobey Him. Another example: a ceremonial commandment and a commandment of love and mercy are both in force, but circumstances make it impossible to keep both at once. In that case, the ceremonial law of the first table must yield to the law of charity and love in the second table — because ceremonies are the lesser duties of the first table, while love and mercy are the principal duties of the second. For instance, the fourth commandment tells us to rest on the Sabbath. Suppose your neighbor's house catches fire on the Sabbath — may you work alongside your neighbor that day to save his house? Answer: Yes. The strict observance of Sabbath rest is a ceremonial requirement. But helping to put out a fire in your neighbor's house is an act of mercy — a primary duty of the second table — and therefore takes precedence over a ceremonial duty of the first table.

    Third: God has given us ten commandments covering all ordinary duties of both piety and love toward others. Yet if God gives a particular and special commandment that conflicts with any of the ten, that special command stands and the ordinary commandments must yield to it. For example: the second commandment forbids making any carved image — yet Moses, under a specific divine command, made a bronze serpent in the wilderness as a figure of Christ. Similarly, the sixth commandment — 'You shall not murder' — is an ordinary commandment that binds every person's conscience. Yet God came to Abraham with a specific command and said, 'Abraham, kill your son.' The ordinary commandment of the second table therefore yielded for that occasion. So all the commandments carry the force of 'do this and that' — unless God commands otherwise. For God is the absolute Lord and is above His own laws. He is not bound by them; He may make exceptions to them, and may release us from keeping them, according to His will and pleasure. This is how Abraham was authorized to sacrifice his son — by virtue of a specific, personal command given to him alone.

    Without that specific command, Abraham's sacrifice of Isaac would have been unlawful and abominable. Killing a person is a terrible sin — all the more so killing one's own son without a special command, since that violates the very law of nature. For this reason the Lord through Jeremiah severely condemns the Israelites 'for burning their sons and daughters in the fire as sacrifices' (Jeremiah 7:31), without any divine warrant — even though they may have claimed to be imitating Abraham's sacrifice of Isaac. To show His revulsion at that act, God renamed the place 'the Valley of Slaughter' (verse 32), and in the New Testament the same location is used to represent hell (Matthew 5:29-30). Because this sin is so detestable, it is more likely that Jephthah did not actually kill his daughter as a sacrifice to God — as some believe he did — especially since he is commended for his faith by the Holy Spirit. But this will be addressed when we reach his example in verse 32.

    We have seen that Abraham had divine authorization for this act — God's specific command. But an objection arises: Abraham did not actually offer his son. Although he bound Isaac and laid him on the altar, when he raised the knife to kill him, the angel stopped his hand and prevented it (Genesis 22:11-12). How then can the text say he offered him up? A historian must report what actually happened — but the author here seems to be mistaken on the central point, saying Isaac was offered when in reality he was not. Answer: God is the author and inspiration of this account. In God's sight and estimation, Isaac was offered — even if not in the eyes of the world. It is stated this way because God accepted it as done, since Abraham's intention was to complete the act, and he would have done so if he had not been stopped.

    Here is a point of special comfort: God accepts the sincere intention as equivalent to the completed act in His children and servants. Paul says in 2 Corinthians 8:12: 'If the readiness is present, it is acceptable according to what a person has, not according to what he does not have.' Speaking about their support of the poor, he tells them that God values the heart behind the deed more than the deed itself. This is why our Savior Christ said of the poor widow in Luke 21:3 that she had put more into the treasury — though it was only two small coins — than the many rich people who gave in large amounts. More in heart, not in amount.

    This brings comfort to many a person who is troubled in conscience. Seeing how weak his obedience is and how great his past sins are, he begins to doubt his own salvation. What should such a person do? Answer: he must press forward in obedience and make every effort to continue in it. And though he may fail many times through weakness, God will accept him for his sincere effort and be pleased with it.

    This teaching brings great comfort to a troubled conscience — but it must not make anyone bold to continue in sin. Many abuse this doctrine by saying that even though they live in sin, God will accept them because they love Him in their hearts. But they deceive themselves. God's merciful acceptance of the willing intention applies only to those who sincerely strive to leave their sins, to trust God, and to walk in obedience. For those who flatter themselves while remaining in their sins, 'God will not be willing to forgive them' (Deuteronomy 29:19-20).

    Another question may fairly be raised here: how was Abraham able to take Isaac, bind him, and lay him on the altar to offer him? The common view is that Isaac was only thirteen years old — but the more widely accepted opinion among the best scholars is that he was twenty-five or twenty-seven. How could Abraham, an old man of more than one hundred and twenty years, have been able to bind Isaac, a young and vigorous man, and place him on the altar to kill him? For though Abraham had a command to kill Isaac, we do not find that God commanded Isaac to submit to being killed. Nature moves every person to protect his own life and to resist anyone who threatens it. How, then, was Isaac brought to submit to his father in this way?

    The answer is this: Abraham was no ordinary man. He was a prophet — and an exceptional and extraordinary one at that. God Himself testifies this to Abimelech: 'He is a prophet, and he will pray for you.' Abraham was respected and honored as a prophet and a man of great standing even among unbelieving peoples. The Hittites said to him: 'You are a mighty prince among us' (Genesis 23:6).

    Being a man of such high standing, honored even in the wider world, he would certainly have held much greater authority within his own household. It is therefore very likely that he told his son Isaac that he had a specific divine command to offer him in sacrifice. Isaac, being a godly man raised well in the faith, upon hearing this was willing to be sacrificed and obeyed his father.

    I offer this not as certain, but as most probable — and it is the judgment of the most learned scholars who have studied Scripture carefully.

    When this circumstance is properly considered, it greatly honors them both: Abraham, who had raised his only son — who was dearer to him than anything — so faithfully that the young man would not resist God's revealed will even at the cost of his own life. How greatly we should wish that parents would follow Abraham's example in raising their children — then things would go well with the church of God. Isaac's conduct here is also admirable: he did not resist his frail and elderly father, but allowed himself to be bound and laid on the altar, submitting himself to death when his father told him, 'My son, God wills it so.'

    This example must be a pattern of obedience — not only for children toward their parents, but for all of us toward God's ministers when they tell us what God requires of us. We must submit and yield, even if it causes us physical pain and grief, for Isaac yielded even though it cost him his life. But who today will follow Isaac's example? If the minister speaks against our worldly pleasures and unlawful gains, if he goes against our desires and feelings, we refuse to listen and will not obey. Indeed, if the minister of God comes like a priest with the sacrificing knife of God's word to the throat of our sin — to put it to death in us so we may become pure and acceptable offerings to God — do we not resist him and say in our hearts, 'We want nothing of this teaching'? Or if he comes as a prophet of God and seeks to bind our consciences with the cords of obedience and lay our passions on the altar of the law, we push back. We consider ourselves too young, or too old, too rich, or too learned, or too important to be taught and bound to obedience. But let us understand: if we truly want to be Isaacs — sons of faith and obedience, true heirs of Abraham's faith as we claim to be — then just as Isaac submitted to be bound by his father, we must yield ourselves to God's ministers, to be bound by His word. We must let that same word be in us the two-edged sword of the Spirit, cutting down sin and corruption within us and making us new creatures — so that in body and soul we become pure and acceptable offerings to our God. That is enough on the act itself, in which Abraham's faith is set forth.

    Now follow the arguments, or reasons, by which this act of faith is commended to us. The first argument is drawn from the great obstacles that could have hindered his faith. There are three of them. First, he was brought to this act not by an ordinary command but through an extraordinary trial: 'when he was tempted.' Second, he was to offer his own child — indeed, 'his only begotten son.' Third, he who 'had received the promises' was the one who had to offer and kill the very son in whom the promise had been given.

    Regarding the first obstacle: the common translation reads 'when he was tried.' But that is less an accurate translation than an interpretation of the meaning. The actual word means 'to be tempted,' and the sense is 'when he was tested.' The better reading is therefore: 'when he was tempted,' or 'being tempted,' as the word literally indicates.

    In treating this subject, we will first discuss the nature of this temptation and then consider the circumstances surrounding it.

    Temptation, as used here, may be described as this: an action of God by which He tests and proves the loyalty and obedience of His servants. First, I say it is an action of God. This is established by Moses's testimony in Genesis 22:1, where we read that 'God tested Abraham.' Objection: But James says in James 1:13 that 'God cannot be tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt anyone.' Does this not mean that no temptation is an action of God? Answer: James must be understood this way: 'God does not tempt anyone' — that is, God does not stir up or incline anyone's heart to sin. But someone may press further: is temptation not an action of Satan? In Matthew 4:3 he is called 'the tempter.' Answer: Some temptations are actions of God and some are actions of Satan — both God and Satan tempt, but there is a great difference in how they do it. First, in the manner: Satan tempts a person to sin against God's will and to do evil. God tempts a person to do something that goes against only his own feelings or reason. Second, God tempts for the good of His servants. Satan tempts for the destruction of both body and soul.

    I also said that God 'makes trial' of His servants. Someone may object: God knows every person's heart and what they will do long before it happens — so why would He need to test anyone? Answer: God tests His servants not because He is unaware of what is in their hearts — He 'understands their thoughts from far away.' He does it because He wants their obedience to be made known: partly to themselves and partly to the world. He tests His servants not for His own benefit, but for ours.

    God tests people in three ways. First, through judgments and hardships in this world. The Lord says to the Israelites in Deuteronomy 8:2: 'You shall remember all the way which the Lord your God has led you in the wilderness these forty years, that He might humble you, testing you, to know what was in your heart.' That journey could have been made in forty days, but God led them through it for forty years — to test through this prolonged hardship whether they would obey Him or not. Likewise, God allowed false prophets and dreamers to come among the people 'to test them, to find out if you love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul' (Deuteronomy 13:3). This first kind of testing — through outward judgments — is the most severe, when the Lord lays His own hand so heavily on His servants that they feel entirely forsaken. David went through this kind of testing, as we can read at length in Psalms 6 and 38. And Job, afflicted not only in his body but in his mind, cries out that 'the arrows of the Almighty are within me' (Job 6:4) and throughout that chapter mourns his grievous condition under this trial.

    Second, God tests His servants by withdrawing His grace from them and partially withdrawing His presence. This kind of testing is as severe as the first. Good King Hezekiah was tested in this way — for, as we read in 2 Chronicles 32:31, God withdrew from him and allowed him to fall into a sin of pride, and the purpose was 'to test him, that He might know all that was in his heart.'

    Third, God tests His servants by giving them some unusual and extraordinary command. In Matthew 19:16, when a young man came to Christ and asked what good thing he must do to have eternal life, Christ told him to 'go and sell all that you possess and give to the poor.' That command served as a test for the young man — through it God would reveal what was in his heart, making it plain both to himself and to others. Abraham's trial belongs to this third category. When God said, 'Abraham, offer your son as a sacrifice,' it was not a command requiring actual completion — God never intended for Abraham to kill his son. It was a command of testing only, to see what Abraham would do. These are the ways God tests His servants.

    God's tests of His children serve two purposes. First, they bring to light and make evident the graces of God that are hidden in His servants' hearts. James says: 'Consider it all joy, my brothers, when you encounter various trials' (James 1:2). The reason follows: 'knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance' (verse 3).

    Here we see one purpose of testing stated plainly: to manifest the gift of patience that God has worked in the heart. Peter writes to the church of God that they 'have been distressed by various trials, so that the proof of your faith, being more precious than gold which is perishable, even though tested by fire, may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ' (1 Peter 1:6-7). Trials serve to demonstrate the genuineness of people's faith in God, just as fire proves that gold is good and valuable. In the same way, Abraham's trial served to make his remarkable faith, obedience, and reverent fear of God evident to all. The Lord Himself testifies to this: 'Now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from Me' (Genesis 22:12). His meaning is: I have now made your faith, love, and fear of Me so evident that the whole world can see it and speak of it.

    Second, God's tests serve to expose hidden sins and corruptions — partly to a person himself and partly to the world. This was the purpose behind God's testing of Hezekiah. After Hezekiah had recovered from his illness and his great enemy the king of Assyria had been defeated, the ambassadors of the king of Babylon came to him to inquire about the wonders that had been done in the land. At that point God withdrew from Hezekiah, so that he might see his own sins and the corruptions in his nature — particularly the pride and vanity that swelled up in him at the arrival of the ambassadors. He who had little supposed that pride and vanity could take such hold of him now saw, with his heart lifted up within him, how great a corruption it was. This surely humbled him deeply — for when the prophet came to him, he submitted himself to the word of rebuke (Isaiah 39:8).

    First: since Abraham, the servant of God, was tested — that is, proved and tried by God Himself — we learn that if we consider ourselves servants of God as Abraham was, we must expect to face testing from God's own hand. His example is a pattern for us, and in him we see what we should expect for ourselves. What was necessary for Abraham can also be necessary for us. Peter therefore treats it as something to be expected that believers will 'fall into various trials, so that the proof of their faith may result in praise.' In this life, testing is to be expected. And the more glorious our faith and the more it resembles our father Abraham's, the more trials we will face.

    Furthermore, since we are to be tested, each of us must strive for genuine and sound grace in our hearts — faith, repentance, hope, and love for God — however small in measure these may be. We must come to the point of testing, and it will become clear whether we are hot or cold. If we lack genuine grace when the trial comes, consider what will happen: just as dross burns away in the fire while gold comes out clearer, so hypocrisy, formalism, and all shallow profession will be exposed and come to nothing in the midst of temptation. But genuine grace and a clear conscience will pass through the fire and shine more purely and completely afterward than before.

    Third, since we must expect trials and tests from God, we must be careful to remember and follow the counsel Christ gave His disciples before His passion: 'Keep watching and praying that you may not enter into temptation' (Matthew 26:41). Because the disciples were careless in obeying this instruction, they fell into temptation — and Peter fell most severely, denying his master. We must understand that this same command is given to us. God will test us to expose what is in our hearts. Knowing this about our own condition, we must pray for God's helping and strengthening grace, so that when trials come, we will be found sound and steadfast in the test.

    That is enough on the nature of Abraham's temptation. Now follow the circumstances to be considered — and first, the time when Abraham was tested. We can read in Genesis 22:1: 'After these things,' says Moses, 'God tested Abraham.' The phrase can refer to more than one thing. But I take the most fitting meaning to be this: after God had made His most excellent promises to Abraham and given him the most wonderful blessings and privileges, He then tested him.

    From this we learn an important lesson: those in God's church who receive more grace than others must expect more trials. We can see this in Christ Jesus, the head of the church. After He was baptized and had received the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove (Matthew 3), and God the Father had declared 'This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well-pleased' — immediately after, He was led into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil (Matthew 4:1; Luke 4:1), 'full of the Holy Spirit,' as Luke says. Similarly, after God had testified concerning Job that he was 'a blameless and upright man, fearing God and turning away from evil' (Job 1:8), Satan seized on that as an opportunity to attack him — as the entire book makes plain, recording the most extraordinary trials and testings he endured. Jacob had to 'wrestle with the man,' and through God's power overcome God Himself (Genesis 32:24, 28). This was a remarkable privilege — to prevail with the Lord — yet he prevailed at a cost: at that same time and ever afterward he walked with a limp for the rest of his life (verse 31). Paul was 'caught up to the third heaven, into Paradise, and heard inexpressible words, which a man is not permitted to speak.' Yet lest he should be lifted up beyond measure by the abundance of revelations, 'there was given to him a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to torment him' (2 Corinthians 12:7). God honored him with revelations, yet allowed Satan to batter him as though bruising him black and blue. In all these examples we see that to those whom God grants a greater measure of grace, He also appoints uncommon trials and temptations above other people. The reasons are two. First, God's graces show themselves more clearly in trials than outside of them — just as gold is best tested in fire, and thereby proved most pure and perfect. Second, trials humble God's servants and bring them low in their own estimation, so they are not proud of what they have received or puffed up with an inflated sense of themselves. We saw this in Paul's example: 'he was tormented by Satan's messenger lest he should be lifted up by the abundance of revelations.' A fitting picture of this can be found in everyday life. The finest ship on the sea, when it carries the most precious cargo, is ballasted with gravel or sand to press it down into the water so it sails more steadily — otherwise it would ride too high and become unstable. In the same way the Lord deals with His servants: when He gives them a good measure of grace, He also lays trials upon them to keep them humble, lest they become proud.

    The second circumstance to consider in this temptation is its severity. It was the greatest trial we know of — that God should command Abraham to kill his own son. If God had told Abraham that Isaac would die, it would have been deeply painful and sorrowful news. More painful still if He had said Isaac would die a violent death. But the most painful of all was that Abraham himself, with his own hand, was to sacrifice his own son — his only son — and more than that, the very son in whom the promise had been made that 'in him your descendants shall be called.' This could not help but cut deeply into his heart. And to add to his grief, he could not do it immediately or where he chose, but had to travel three days into the wilderness. During those three days, Satan without question pressed hard on Abraham's natural affections, trying to turn him from obedience — which must have made the grief far more severe for his soul.

    From the severity of this trial we learn this lesson: when God tests a person, He sometimes goes so far as not only to cross his sins and corruptions, but to bring him to nothing as far as human reason and natural feeling are concerned. The command 'Abraham, kill your son' could have driven Abraham — had he consulted only his flesh and blood — to complete bewilderment, utterly lost as to which way to turn. All of God's children, especially those who have received the greatest graces, should therefore expect trials that will flatten human reason entirely and bring them to the point of complete self-denial.

    The third circumstance in this temptation is this: what did Abraham do when he was tested? The text tells us: 'by faith he offered up Isaac, being tempted.'

    When this test came — whether Abraham would obey God's command or not — he obeyed God by offering up his son, and yet at the same time held on to God's promise made concerning Isaac. We must understand that Abraham had a promise of blessing given through Isaac. Now commanded to kill Isaac, he did not abandon his hope or despair that the promise could ever be fulfilled if he obeyed. Instead, through the great power of faith, he both obeyed the command and still believed the promise. As the text says: 'by faith he offered up Isaac.' Even in the very act of raising the knife over Isaac, he believed the promise that Isaac would live. This was the excellence of Abraham's faith. If God with His own voice commanded a person to kill his son, perhaps some could be found who would do it. But to do it while still trusting a contrary promise that had been given beforehand — that is the mark of extraordinary faith.

    From this circumstance we learn a vital lesson: in every temptation that comes upon us, we must hold fast to God's promises. The devil's aim in tempting us is to loosen our grip on those promises — and by every natural calculation, we have good reason to let go. But we must never let go. We must hold the promise fast and let go of every human argument before we let go of God's promise. This is not only true faith — it is faith at its finest. God's promise is this: 'For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life' (John 3:16). In the depths of our worst trials, we must still hold that promise fast and stake our souls on the truth of it. This was Abraham's practice. In this trial God was testing Abraham to see what he would do. Abraham held the promise fast and obeyed God — though no human reasoning could explain how that promise and that command could both be true at the same time. This was Abraham's faith: 'I don't know, and reason doesn't know — but God knows. And since I have His command, I will obey it. And since I have His word and promise, I will believe it and never forsake it.' We must strive to do the same in every trial — even those that come from Satan, full of malice and violence. In our heart and conscience we must still hold and believe God's promise. This is always the surest and safest way to overcome Satan: to hold to the certainty that God's promise will be fulfilled, even when we cannot see how, even when all appearances say otherwise. In human reasoning, it may seem like ignorance or stubbornness to keep insisting on a conclusion when presented with arguments against it. But in spiritual trials, sound theology means always holding to God's promise — clinging to that conclusion and refusing to follow Satan's arguments or be driven from it by any means.

    Furthermore, since this act of offering Isaac was only a trial for Abraham, we should observe that it did not make him righteous before God — it only served to prove his faith and declare him to be righteous. This explains what James means in James 2:21 when he says that 'Abraham was justified by works when he offered up his son Isaac on the altar.' His meaning is that Abraham showed himself to be righteous before God by offering up his son — not that this act made Abraham righteous when he had not been before, or more righteous than he already was. Good works do not make a person righteous; they prove and declare that he is.

    Third, when God gave Abraham the command 'Abraham, kill your son,' He concealed from him the full purpose and intent behind it. God did not actually mean for Abraham to kill Isaac — He intended only to test whether Abraham would still believe and obey. Here we see that God, who is truth itself, revealed His will to Abraham, but not His complete will. This raises a question.

    Is it lawful for a person, following this example of God, to conceal his meaning — in whole or in part — when speaking to another? In answering this we must avoid two extremes: first, that a person must always express everything in his mind; second, that in some cases a person may say one thing while meaning another — speaking contrary to his true meaning. The latter is never lawful; the former is not always required. We must therefore hold a middle course: in some cases a person may conceal his complete meaning — saying nothing, even if pressed — namely, when that concealment directly serves the glory of God and the good of his neighbor.

    Godly martyrs have done this. Examined before tyrants about where and with whom they worshiped God, they chose to die rather than expose their fellow believers. This concealment of their information was lawful, because it directly concerned the glory of God and the safety of His church.

    Second, a person may conceal part of his meaning — but only with the same two conditions: first, that it serves God's glory; second, that it benefits God's church.

    Jonah did this when he concealed from the Ninevites the possibility of mercy in his proclamation of judgment: 'Yet forty days and Nineveh will be overthrown.' It is clear from the outcome that God was willing to spare the city if its people repented. But God wanted that condition concealed, because making it known would not have served the Ninevites well. Keeping it hidden caused them to repent more urgently and sincerely.

    Outside of these cases, when a person is called to speak, he must tell the whole truth — otherwise he sins grievously against God's commandment, abandoning the defining quality of the godly described in Psalm 15:2.

    That is enough on the first obstacle to Abraham's faith.

    The second obstacle to Abraham's faith is contained in these words: 'He offered up his only begotten son.'

    The love of parents extends naturally to every child, but especially to an only child — on whom, being alone, all is lavished that would otherwise be divided among many. For this reason, the command that God gave Abraham to offer his son — his only son — could very well have stopped his obedience entirely. But by faith he overcame this obstacle, broke through it, and offered up his only son.

    Here we see that true faith enables a person to overcome his own nature. Love is the strongest feeling in the human heart — especially from a father to his child, and most of all to an only child. One might think it impossible to overcome this love in a parent unless death itself forced it, particularly when the child has done nothing to deserve it. Yet Abraham by faith conquered the deep love he had for his only child. God Himself testified how great Abraham's love for Isaac was (Genesis 22:2) — and yet by faith Abraham overcame even that.

    This point deserves careful attention, for it reveals the great power of true saving faith. If faith can overcome created and sanctified nature, it can certainly enable a person to overcome the corruptions of his nature and the temptations of the world — since it is harder to overcome our nature as God created it than to subdue the corruption that entered through sin. This is why such remarkable things are said of faith. It is called 'the victory that has overcome the world' (1 John 5:4). God is said to 'purify the heart by faith' and 'faith strengthens the heart' (Acts 15:9). And 'through faith we are protected by the power of God for salvation' (1 Peter 1:5).

    Is this the power of faith — to overcome nature and its corruptions? Then however widely religion is practiced and faith professed among us, there is undoubtedly very little true faith in the world. For even among those who claim to believe, how many actually subdue the sins of their lives and suppress the works of their corrupt nature? Very few. Where corruption has the upper hand and sin reigns, genuine faith cannot be present — for if faith were sound in a person, it would 'purify the heart' and cleanse its corruptions, and produce obedience in daily life.

    Second, this power of true faith in a person's heart should keep us from being satisfied with a general faith and knowledge of religion. We must press further and obtain a genuine faith that will 'purify the heart' at least to some real degree — for saving faith will cleanse a person in every part of soul and body and strengthen the soul under temptation.

    Question: How can it truly be said that Isaac was Abraham's only begotten son, since Ishmael was also his son and was born before Isaac, as Genesis 16 makes clear? Two answers: first, Ishmael was removed from Abraham's household by God's express command — 'Drive out the slave woman and her son' (Genesis 21:10) — and so was no longer reckoned as Abraham's son. Second, Ishmael was indeed his son, but not by Sarah — he was born of Hagar, a slave woman, and so was, as it were, illegitimately born. For this reason he was not counted as a son. Isaac alone was the lawfully begotten son. This should serve as a warning about unfaithfulness in marriage, since such offspring is treated as of lesser standing before God.

    Now follows the third obstacle to Abraham's faith — also a significant circumstance by which that faith is commended — drawn from the description of Abraham himself in the words: 'who had received the promises.'

    The meaning of the words: 'Who' refers to Abraham himself, of whom the Holy Spirit is speaking here. 'Received the promises' means: by faith. When God made His promises to Abraham, Abraham did not merely hear them — he believed them, and applied them effectively to his own soul. This is what the word 'received' conveys. He received not one promise but 'the promises' in the plural, for two reasons. First, God had made one central promise concerning Christ and then repeated and renewed it several times. Second, God had made various specific promises to Abraham: first, that He would be his God and the God of his descendants (Genesis 17:7); second, that He would give him a child in his old age (Genesis 17:16); third, that He would give to him and his descendants the land of Canaan forever (Genesis 13:15); fourth, that in Isaac He would bless all the nations of the earth (Genesis 21:12).

    The general receiving of God's promises might not seem like a great obstacle to Abraham's act of faith, so the Holy Spirit specifies the particular promise in Isaac — stated in verse 18: 'It was he to whom it was said, "In Isaac your descendants shall be called."' This seemed impossible to reconcile with sacrificing his son. Keeping that promise in mind would inevitably have been a powerful obstacle for Abraham — for he was going to kill the very one through whose continued life he expected to receive all the blessings God had promised.

    Here we see the most remarkable obstacle of all to Abraham's faith — the one above all others that could have stopped him from obeying God. For how could he help reasoning with himself: 'God has made many gracious promises to me, and more than that, He has said that in my son Isaac these promises must be fulfilled, and in him all the nations of the earth must be blessed.' 'But if I sacrifice my son, how can these promises ever be fulfilled?' Human reason in that situation would conclude: I see no way — the promise is gone and all hope is lost. Yet what did Abraham do? For all of this, he sacrificed his son — and he did it by faith. He still believed and firmly held that even if Isaac were sacrificed and killed, all the nations of the earth would still be blessed through him.

    Here we see the remarkable quality of Abraham's faith — that when his situation, in terms of ever receiving God's promises, appeared utterly hopeless and beyond all comfort, he believed. With Isaac dead, human reason could see no way for God's promises to be fulfilled, since they were all made in Isaac — Isaac was the man in whom all the nations of the earth were to be blessed. Yet when all hope had run out according to human reason, faithful Abraham set his heart to believe.

    Abraham's practice must be a pattern for us to observe and follow throughout our lives in the matter of our salvation. If we find ourselves doubting our salvation and feeling many things within us that push us toward despair — when we are in that condition and feel no comfort — let us call to mind Abraham's example: he believed God's promise even when the very foundation of it seemed removed. In that same moment, when God's promise seems to have come to nothing and we have no hope of its fulfillment, we must cast our souls upon it. We must not believe only when we feel comfort in our consciences about God's mercies. Even when God seems to stand against us — when we feel in our souls what seems like the bitterness of hell — even then, we must believe.

    During Paul's dangerous voyage toward Rome, when he was aboard ship with the sailors and the centurion, a great storm arose and 'neither sun nor stars appeared for many days' — so that, as the text says, 'all hope of our being saved was finally abandoned' (Acts 27:20). What did Paul say in that extreme danger? 'I urge you to keep up your courage, for there will be no loss of life among you, but only of the ship' (verse 22), and he urged them to eat. In the same way, when our situation reaches the point that — whether because of sin and Satan's temptation or because of some outward affliction and trouble — we feel our soul overwhelmed with sorrow and about to be destroyed, seeing neither sun nor star, we must set before ourselves God's promises and labor to believe them. David, in great affliction and severe testing, wrote of himself in Psalm 77:2, 7-10: 'In the day of my trouble I sought the Lord; my soul refused to be comforted in the night.' Yet at that very moment he was praying, 'when his spirit was overwhelmed.' Even as he seemed to be giving way to despair — crying out, 'Will the Lord reject forever? Will He never be favorable again? Has His lovingkindness ceased forever? Has His promise come to an end? Has God forgotten to be gracious?' — he caught himself and said, 'This is my grief, that the right hand of the Most High has changed.' In the same way, every true member of God's church, in the depths of every temptation and in times of despair, is bound to believe God's promises. That is, in fact, the very moment when faith shows itself most clearly — for 'faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.'

    Notice further that it says Abraham 'received God's promises' — that is, he applied them to his own soul and conscience, believed them, and made them his own by faith. This is a significant point, worthy of careful attention. God made His promises to Abraham — and Abraham did not merely hear and learn those promises. He applied them to himself and by faith made them his own. This is how we should relate to all the gracious promises made in Christ. But the way things are today is quite different. When God's merciful promises are set before us in the ministry of the word, we are content to hear them and perhaps to learn and understand them. But where is the person who will apply them to his own conscience and by faith make them his own? Most people are like travelers passing through a country on land or sea who pass by many beautiful buildings, prosperous towns, and islands. They see them, admire them, and marvel at them — then move on, without purchasing any of them. This is how most people deal with God's merciful promises. Through the ministry of the word God opens to them His rich mercies and generous promises in Christ. People approve of them and like them well — many are even willing to learn more about them. But still they will not 'receive them by faith' and apply them to their own souls.

    We must take a better course. When we hear of the promises God has made to us in Christ, we must not content ourselves with a bare knowledge of them. We must labor to believe them and apply them to ourselves — to our souls and consciences — and so make them our own by faith. As it is said of Abraham, and in him of all the faithful: 'The blessing of Abraham would come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that we would receive the promise of the Spirit through faith' (Galatians 3:14).

    Notice further that the Holy Spirit records the particular promise God made to Abraham concerning his son Isaac: 'To whom it was said, "In Isaac your descendants shall be called"' (Genesis 21:12; Romans 9:7). In these passages it is stated that his descendants would be named through Isaac. The meaning is plain: Ishmael will not be your son and heir — Isaac is the child who will be your heir. He is the one in whom I will fulfill the promises of life and salvation made to you.

    From these words as explained, we must first observe the conclusion Paul draws from God's dealings with these two individuals in Romans 9:7 — namely, that God, before the world began, chose some people to salvation in His eternal purpose in order to display the glory of His grace, and passed over and rejected others, leaving them to themselves, in order to display His justice toward them.

    This doctrine is drawn from this passage in the following way: as God's practice in dealing with people throughout time, so was His eternal counsel and decree — for as God determined before time to deal with people, so He deals with them in time. God's actual dealing with Isaac and Ishmael is this: Ishmael received temporal blessings, but was cut off from the spiritual covenant of grace. Isaac was the one who received the covenant and by it became an heir of everlasting life. Accordingly, the same is true for others: God decreed to choose some to salvation, and these are brought into the covenant. Others He decreed to reject, and they are cut off from the covenant and from eternal life. These two men — Isaac and Ishmael — represent two types of people: those God elects and those He rejects. Isaac represents those chosen for salvation, who become true members of God's church. Ishmael is a picture of those who are rejected. In view of this different way God deals with humanity — choosing some and passing over others — we must all take Peter's counsel seriously with fear and trembling: 'Be all the more diligent to make certain about His calling and choosing you' (2 Peter 1:10). Not all are elected to salvation — some are rejected. Not all are Isaacs — some are Ishmaelites. If all were chosen and elected to salvation, no one would need to concern himself about it. But since some are rejected and never brought into the covenant in reality, it is therefore vitally important that we take the apostle's good counsel and 'be all the more diligent to make certain about our calling and election.'

    Second, in the words 'not in Ishmael, but in Isaac shall your descendants be called,' we can observe the state of God's church in this world with respect to the different kinds of people living within it. Abraham's household was God's church in those days, and within it lived both Isaac and Ishmael. Both were his children, yet their standing before God was vastly different. Ishmael was born in the church, raised in it, taught in it, and circumcised — yet he was outside the covenant in God's sight. Isaac was not only born, raised, and circumcised in the church, but was also received into the covenant — and in this he differed greatly from Ishmael. He was the son of Abraham in whom God would continue the covenant of grace to everlasting life for his descendants. This is still true of God's church today. Within it there are two kinds of people: one kind is baptized and raised in the church, hears the word, and receives the sacraments — but is not saved, because the promise of the covenant has never been effectively rooted in their hearts. The other kind is those who, being baptized in the church, hear the word in a way that truly transforms them and receive the Lord's Supper worthily, to their salvation — because God establishes His covenant in their hearts. This distinction is plain in Scripture — in the parables of the dragnet (Matthew 13), the sower, and the tares, and in Christ's behavior at the final judgment (Matthew 25:32), where He separates the sheep from the goats, both of whom lived together in the church. Paul also makes this distinction when speaking of those born and raised in the church: some are 'children of the flesh' and some are 'children of the promise' (Romans 9:8).

    Since not everyone who lives in the church is truly of the church — that is, is not a genuine member and true child of Abraham — this should make all of us careful to use every holy means to be fully assured that the covenant of grace belongs to us. It is not enough to live in the church, hear the word, and receive the sacraments — for Ishmael did all of that and was never saved. We must also have the covenant of grace belonging to us personally and the assurance of it sealed in our consciences by God's Holy Spirit.

    Consider also who spoke these words: 'In Isaac your descendants shall be called.' In Genesis 21:12 it was God Himself. 'Do not be distressed,' God said to Abraham, 'because of the boy and because of your slave woman; whatever Sarah tells you, listen to her' — which was to 'drive out the slave woman and her son Ishmael.' 'For,' God said, 'through Isaac your descendants shall be named.'

    Here notice an important practice of Abraham that gives us good direction for how we ought to judge those who live in the church and outwardly submit to its ministry and order. Abraham had two sons — Isaac and Ishmael. He circumcised them both, and taught them both — for 'he commanded his household after him to keep the way of the Lord' (Genesis 18:19). He judged them both to be in the same standing before God's covenant, even though they were not. That distinction was made by God. Abraham did not on his own initiative, by his own will, expel Ishmael from the church as it existed in his household. God told him to put him out — and only then did he do it, not before. Until that word came, he kept Ishmael in and regarded him as within the covenant, just as Isaac was. We must deal with those in the church in the same way. Secret judgment must be left to God — and until God makes the contrary plain, in charitable judgment we must consider all to be among the elect. This is Paul's practice throughout all his letters. Writing to the Corinthians (1 Corinthians 1:2), he calls them 'all sanctified.' Writing to the Galatians (Galatians 1:2), he addresses them as 'all elect.' He does so as a matter of charitable judgment, even though he knew there were many ungodly and wicked people among them — and even as he rebukes many serious errors and grave sins in their midst.

    That is enough on the first argument by which Abraham's faith is commended — namely, the great obstacles that could have prevented it.

    Now follows the second argument, or reason, by which his faith is commended: Abraham's victory over these obstacles — the means by which he overcame them and moved himself to obey God. This appears in the words of verse 19: 'For he considered that God was able to raise him up, even from the dead.'

    Here is the true reason why Abraham was able to offer his son and still believe the promise that through Isaac his descendants would be named. We may be confident that Abraham would rather have died himself — if it could have been God's will — than sacrifice his son. How then did he bring himself to offer him up? Answer: by what is stated here — 'he considered that God was able to raise him up, even from the dead.'

    Several points deserve consideration. First, notice that the text does not say Abraham grumbled or reasoned against God. He reasoned with himself that 'God was able to raise up his son again' — and by this reasoning he moved himself to sacrifice his son to God.

    From this we learn that when God lays a hard command on us, we must not argue with God or grumble against Him — but obey with complete calm and humility. This is a great grace that God Himself commends to us: 'In repentance and rest you will be saved,' says God in Isaiah 30:15, 'in quietness and trust is your strength.' Many think it impossible to endure or do certain things God lays on His children. But our spiritual strength rests in two things: stillness and quietness. Through these we will be enabled. When Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, offered unauthorized fire before the Lord — which He had not commanded — 'fire came out from the presence of the Lord and consumed them, and they died before the Lord.' When Aaron their father asked Moses for an explanation, Moses said, 'It is what the Lord spoke, saying, "By those who come near Me I will be treated as holy."' When Aaron heard this, 'he was silent' and said nothing. David behaved in the same way in his distress: 'I was mute and silent, I refrained from good, and my sorrow grew worse; I was dumb and silent, I held my peace even from good; and my pain was stirred up' (Psalm 39) — 'I am mute; I do not open my mouth, because it is You who have done it.' This is something we must learn and practice. We must not grumble or chafe at God's hard commands, or argue with Him — but in all quietness and silence obey God in everything He says to us.

    Furthermore, the text says 'Abraham reasoned that God was able...' — from this we learn that it is necessary for a believer to have solid knowledge of God's word. When a temptation attacks his faith, he must be able to push it back through reasoning grounded in Scripture. All reasoning in matters of faith must rest on God's word. Abraham does exactly this here — against this powerful temptation, he reasons from God's word to steady himself. Knowledge of God's word is therefore essential for anyone with genuine faith. This is why the Roman Catholic teaching is wrong and is condemned here — the teaching that if a person becomes devout and believes whatever the church believes, even without knowing what the church believes, that faith will save him. This is a mere human invention with no basis in God's word. As we see here, knowledge of God's word is necessary for those who have true saving faith.

    But what is Abraham's argument for moving himself to obey God? Simply this: 'He reasoned that God was able to raise up Isaac from the dead.' One part of his reasoning he takes for granted without stating it explicitly: the promise had been made to him that 'in Isaac your descendants shall be called.' He takes it as certain that God will never change His promise. From there he reasons: 'God is able to raise up my son Isaac from the dead back to life — and therefore I will sacrifice my son according to His command. For I know with certainty that in Isaac my descendants shall be called, since God promised that just as surely as He commands this other thing.'

    In this example a means is set before us for how to move ourselves to obey God in every hard and difficult case He imposes on us. This deserves careful attention from each of us. Suppose any of us is so convicted in conscience over our sins that we despair of our own salvation. What should we do? We must take Abraham's approach and reason with ourselves on our own behalf, drawing our arguments from both God's promise and God's power — joining the two together. For example, we must say: 'God has made this promise — I have heard it and I believe it — that God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.' This is God's promise, and it will never change. Therefore, however heavy and desolate my situation may be, God is able to comfort me and bring my soul up from this despair. Though He slay me, I will trust in Him and use every holy means to overcome this hard and painful trial. So also if God should call us to suffer something for the name of Christ and His holy faith — flesh and blood are weak, and nature will raise the objection that life is precious. What then shall we do? We must do as Abraham does here: join God's power to the certainty of His promise, and reason thus: 'God has promised to be with those who suffer anything for His name's sake. I know He is able to deliver me — and even if He chooses not to, He can give me the strength to endure it. Therefore I will patiently accept and bear whatever His holy hand lays upon me.' Third: is a person so tormented by some sin that he cannot escape it or overcome it? Let him also set before himself Abraham's example, and sincerely resolve to do better going forward. For what is past, let him labor to believe God's promise: 'At whatever moment a sinner repents of his sin, God will remember his wickedness no more.' For the time to come — first settling in his heart that God can enable him to leave his sin — let him strive by good means to forsake it: avoiding the occasions that lead to it, and praying against it. This will be like a strong rope to pull him out of the pit of sin. This is the course we must take, and this is what we must do, in every difficult situation that comes upon us.

    That is enough on the means by which Abraham moved himself to obey God.

    The third and final reason by which Abraham's faith is commended to us is the outcome of it, stated in these words: 'from which he also received him back as a type.'

    'From which' — that is, from death. 'As a type,' or as it may be read, 'in a symbolic sense.' This is said because Isaac was, in Abraham's mind and purpose, already as good as dead. Abraham had resolved completely, in obedience to God's command, to sacrifice him. He had gone so far as to press the knife against his son's throat and would have killed him had not the angel of God stopped his hand. When the angel said, 'Do not stretch out your hand against the boy, and do nothing to him' — at that very moment Abraham received Isaac back, in a symbolic sense, from death.

    From this we learn several things. First, whoever rests on God's providence and good pleasure — even in extreme situations, when all hope seems lost — will ultimately receive a good outcome. Abraham's example shows this to be true. As we said before, he would no doubt rather have died ten thousand times than see Isaac — in whom the promise was made — be killed. Yet believing God's promise would never change, he rested on God's good pleasure and providence, pressed forward in obedience, and in the end received a blessed outcome. This is laid out plainly in the history recorded by Moses. After Abraham had traveled three days into the wilderness and built the altar, Isaac said to his father in Genesis 22:7: 'Father, here is the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?' Abraham said, 'My son, God will provide for Himself the lamb for the burnt offering' (verse 8). And so, yielding himself to God's good pleasure and providence, he received his son again — like a dead child restored to life. In the same way, when we are in extreme circumstances, when everything seems against us and we can see no hope of any good outcome and every good means seems to have failed — if at that moment we can cast ourselves on God's providence and roll our weight on God, we will find comfort in the end and a good way out of everything. We all acknowledge God's providence in word. But when we face real extremity and things become desperate, we use unlawful means. Instead of casting ourselves on God like Abraham, we seek help from evil sources and ungodly people. But those who do so must expect a bitter outcome. Those who fear the Lord, when pressed to any extreme, must cast themselves wholly on God and wait for His time and pleasure. Then the outcome will be both joyful and comforting to their souls.

    Some further circumstances from the fuller account deserve attention. The first is this: what did God do for Abraham at the very moment he was about to kill his son? Answer: God gave him a command to 'stop his hand and not kill his son.' And by virtue of that command, Abraham stopped. God had previously commanded him to travel three days into the wilderness and sacrifice his son there. Abraham obeyed. Now, having arrived at the place, having bound his son and with knife ready — God tells him to stop. And Abraham again obeys God and does not kill his son. Here we see Abraham completely at God's command — entirely at His word. He does not follow his own will and desire. When God calls, he is wonderfully quick to do whatever God commands, in whatever direction.

    Abraham's conduct here must be a mirror for us — showing what kind of people we ought to be. Whatever God commands, we must do. Whatever He forbids, we must not do. But this is a rare thing to find today. Our practice in general is the opposite — we live according to our own desires and feelings, with no regard for what God wills or forbids. But if we want to be Abraham's children, we must follow Abraham's example here. For 'if you are Abraham's children, do the deeds of Abraham' (John 8:39). Good servants come and go, do and undo, according to their master's pleasure — setting aside their own wishes to obey. The same must be true of us, if we call God our Lord and master (Luke 6:46).

    The second circumstance worth noting is the timing of when Abraham received his son back from death — at the precise moment when his knife was at his son's throat and he was ready to offer him up as a sacrifice to the Lord. It was at that exact instant that God spoke to him through His angel from heaven and said, 'Abraham, stop your hand' (Genesis 22:10). This is significant: God left him alone for three full days in great distress. Abraham continued forward, in obedience to God's command, right to the point of placing the knife against his son's throat.

    Here we see how the Lord deals with His servants. He leaves them alone for a long season in trial and painful distress. And at last, when they come to the very extreme — when the knife is, as it were, at the throat — He reveals Himself and brings them comfort.

    In the Song of Solomon, the bride — who is the church of God or a true Christian soul, for it applies both generally and individually — seeks Christ everywhere in the streets and open places, but cannot find Him. She goes to the watchmen, who are God's ministers, and inquires after 'Him whom my soul loves,' but they cannot tell her where He may be found (Song of Solomon 3:2-3). All hope of finding Him seems gone. But when she had gone only a little past them, she found Him — Christ came to her at the very moment she was most afraid of not finding Him at all.

    The people of Israel were in bondage in Egypt for many years. When the time came for God to send Moses to bring them out and be their deliverer, Moses led them out of Egypt — and when he had brought them to the Red Sea, Pharaoh came with a great army behind them to destroy them (Exodus 14:25). They had been in great affliction and bondage before. But now they were completely beyond all hope of escape. Before them lay the Red Sea, on each side great hills and mountains, and behind them the vast army of Pharaoh. They cried out to Moses — and Moses, at God's command, divided the Red Sea, made it dry land, and led them through to safety. As for their enemies — Pharaoh and all his army — the Lord drowned them in the midst of the sea.

    The same will be true for us when God places any of us in extreme circumstances. This is how He will deal with us: He will leave us for a time without help, right to the very last moment. Therefore we must wait for His good pleasure with patience. He does this to test us fully and to make evident the graces He has worked in us.

    The third circumstance to consider is this: in what manner did Abraham receive his son back from death? We can read of this in Genesis 22:13. He was to take a ram caught by its horns in a thicket and offer it in place of Isaac — and so Isaac was spared and the ram was sacrificed in his place.

    The fact that Abraham offered Isaac to God as a sacrifice and yet Isaac lived — while the ram was slain in his place — leads some to draw a profitable application: the sacrifices we offer to God now under the Gospel must be living sacrifices. Isaac was offered to God in sacrifice, yet he lived and did not die — the ram died for him. In the same way we must offer ourselves to God, not dead in sin but living to God in righteousness and genuine holiness. We offer ourselves as living sacrifices to God when we dedicate ourselves to His service and obey Him in our lives and callings. Just as under the law the burnt offerings were consumed entirely to smoke and ashes, so in our lives we must give ourselves to God wholly and completely — renouncing ourselves and having nothing for the world, but being entirely devoted to God. We must not come to Him remaining in our sins, for sin makes our sacrifice dead, lame, and unworthy — which God despises. We must bring ourselves to God as living sacrifices, as Paul says in Romans 12:1: 'I urge you, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual act of worship.'

    Some also conclude from this that the sacrifice of Isaac was a sign and type of Christ's sacrifice on the cross — for just as Isaac was offered in sacrifice and yet lived, so did Christ: though He died, He rose again and now lives forever. But since this is not explicitly established in this passage, though what is said of both is true, I will not press the point further.

    That is enough on this third reason by which Abraham's faith is commended, along with its circumstances — and with this we conclude all the examples of holy Abraham's faith.


  Isaac's Faith

  • • •

    Verse 20. By faith Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau, even regarding things to come.

    In the three previous verses the Holy Spirit commended the faith of Abraham in particular. Now in this verse He proceeds to set out Isaac's faith in the same way. Four points deserve attention. First, a blessing — Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau. Second, the cause of this blessing — his faith. Third, the parties blessed — Jacob and Esau. Fourth, the nature and content of this blessing, indicated at the end of the verse: 'concerning things to come.' These will be treated in order.

    First, regarding the blessing: to understand its nature and quality, we must consider how many kinds of blessings there are.

    Scripture shows us three kinds of blessings. The first is when God blesses man — giving him gifts and benefits, either temporal or spiritual. In this way He blessed all His creatures at the beginning, but especially man.

    The second kind is when man blesses God — by praising Him and giving Him thanks as the author of all blessings. Paul begins his letter to the Ephesians with this kind of blessing: 'Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ' (Ephesians 1:3) — that is, he begins with praise to God. Likewise, Zechariah, after the birth of his son and the return of his speech, sang this song of praise: 'Blessed be the Lord God of Israel' (Luke 1:68) — that is, praise and thanksgiving be to the Lord.

    The third kind is when one person blesses another. It is under this kind that we must understand Isaac's blessings in this passage.

    This third kind of blessing — one person blessing another — is either private or public. A private blessing is when any person, in whatever station he holds, prays to God for a blessing upon another. This is available to every person — anyone may bless another by praying to God for a blessing upon them. But it belongs especially to parents to bless their children in this way. This is why the commandment says: 'Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be prolonged in the land which the Lord your God gives you' (Exodus 20:12). Parents prolong their children's lives by blessing them — that is, by teaching and instructing them in religion and by praying to God for His blessing upon them. Second, there is a public kind of blessing, given by a minister of God in the name of God. In this way 'Melchizedek blessed Abraham as he returned from the slaughter of the kings' (Hebrews 7:1). And 'beyond all dispute,' says the author of this letter, 'the lesser is blessed by the greater' (verse 7). These public blessings are of two kinds: ordinary and extraordinary. An ordinary public blessing is one pronounced from God's word by a regular minister upon the people. An example of this is the ordinary priests of the Old Testament, whose duty in God's service was to bless the people before they departed. The form of blessing they were to use was prescribed by Moses from the Lord in this way: 'Thus you shall bless the sons of Israel. You shall say to them: The Lord bless you, and keep you; the Lord make His face shine on you, and be gracious to you; the Lord lift up His countenance on you, and give you peace.' Here we see that the priest blessed the people not in his own name but in God's name, stretching out his hand over the heads of the people.

    This kind of blessing was the ordinary practice then — yet it was also in some sense a picture, pointing forward to the blessings that Christ Jesus the Mediator, God and man, would not only pronounce but actually bestow upon the church in the New Testament. Our Savior fulfilled this at His ascension. The account tells us: after He rose again, He led them to Bethany where He ascended, 'and He lifted up His hands and blessed them.' Paul describes this blessing of Christ more fully in Ephesians 4:8, 11-12: 'When He ascended on high, He led captive a host of captives, and He gave gifts to men — and He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ.' Here we see that our Savior Christ not only pronounced a blessing upon His church but was Himself, from God His Father, the source of it. Just as the priests in the Old Testament had an ordinary practice of blessing the people, so the ministers of God in the New Testament have the same in substance. Ministers may bless their people in two ways. First, by praying to God for them. Second, by pronouncing a blessing upon them according to God's holy word. A form of this blessing is given to us by the apostle Paul, who blessed the Corinthians in this way: 'The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, be with you all' (2 Corinthians 13:13).

    The second kind of public blessing is extraordinary — when an extraordinary prophet or servant of God pronounces a blessing on someone and declares their future condition from God. Noah did this for his two sons, Shem and Japheth (Genesis 9:25-27), and pronounced a curse on wicked Canaan. He acted not merely as an ordinary father but as an extraordinary prophet — not only praying for blessings on his two sons, but foretelling what their condition and standing would be in the future. In the same way, Isaac's blessing of Jacob and Esau here is not a private blessing but a public one — and specifically not an ordinary public blessing, but an extraordinary one, in which he told Jacob and Esau beforehand what their individual circumstances and conditions would be, and what blessings they and their descendants would receive from God both in this life and in the life to come. We must understand Isaac here not as an ordinary father but as a holy patriarch and prophet of the Lord — an extraordinary man, who by the spirit of prophecy saw ahead and declared the specific condition of his two sons and the particular blessings they and their descendants would receive from God.

    The meaning of the words 'Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau,' then, is this: Isaac, being a prophet, an extraordinary man, and a great patriarch, foresaw by the spirit of prophecy and declared in advance what the specific circumstances of his two sons Jacob and Esau would be. And as he foretold these things, so also he prayed to God that they would come to pass — which they did. That is the meaning.

    Though Isaac's kind of blessing was extraordinary, we can all draw an ordinary duty from his example. Just as Isaac blessed his two sons, his example teaches us to avoid all wicked speech — cursing and swearing — and to use our tongues for blessing rather than making them instruments of sin to curse and revile others, as many do. 'Vengeance is Mine,' says the Lord. It is God alone, who has absolute power and authority to inflict punishment whenever He chooses, who may pronounce a curse. We are not absolute lords over any person or creature, and we must therefore remember Peter's instruction in 1 Peter 3:9: 'Do not return evil for evil or insult for insult, but give a blessing instead.' His reason follows: 'knowing that you were called for the very purpose — that you might inherit a blessing.' Far be it from us, then, to open our mouths to curse either people or any of God's creatures. The practice of many people is vile and inexcusable — they exercise their tongues in cursing and swearing not only at people but even at God's other creatures. Let those who fear God learn the opposite practice and live accordingly.

    The second point to consider is the cause of this blessing — namely, Isaac's faith: 'By faith Isaac blessed Jacob and Esau.'

    First we should consider how Isaac's faith produced this blessing for Jacob and Esau. He did this by gathering together all of God's promises made to him and to his two children — three in particular. First: 'I will be your God and the God of your descendants.' Second: God had promised that he and his descendants would possess the promised land of Canaan. Third: that his two children would become two mighty nations, and that 'the elder shall serve the younger.'

    Isaac did not consider these promises separately but held them all in memory. Receiving them all by living faith, he built his blessings upon them. By faith in these promises he saw clearly what the future circumstances of his two sons would be — and accordingly he pronounced specific blessings on them both.

    But someone might object that Isaac did not bless his sons by faith at all. Reading the account in Genesis, we see that he blessed them by mistake and was deceived in the process. He intended to give the special blessing to Esau, but unknowingly gave it to Jacob. How then could this be done by faith? To answer this, two things must be noted. First: it is true that Isaac was excessively blinded by a foolish fondness for Esau and loved him in a way he ought not to have — which is why he intended to give Esau the special blessing. This was a fault in Isaac. But this fault does not eliminate Isaac's faith or make it no faith at all. It shows only that Isaac's faith was weak and joined with some weakness — specifically, he had forgotten God's particular promise in this regard. Second, however much Isaac erred in his intentions at first, he corrected himself afterward. For as the account shows, after he had actually blessed Jacob, thinking it was Esau, when Esau came for his blessing with his game, the text says in Genesis 27:33 that 'Isaac trembled violently' and said, 'I have blessed him — and indeed he shall be blessed.' This was Isaac correcting his earlier mistaken intention. And even though 'Esau sought it with tears,' he could not move Isaac to reconsider the blessing he had given Jacob (Hebrews 12:17). It is therefore beyond doubt that Isaac gave these blessings to his children by faith.

    From the fact that Isaac blessed his children by faith, we learn several things. The first concerns parents. Though they cannot pronounce blessings over their children the way Isaac did — as a prophet and patriarch declaring their future condition — if parents would follow Isaac's example as far as they are able, they would bring great comfort and consolation to their own souls both in this life and in the life to come.

    Isaac set before himself all the promises God had made concerning him and his sons, and was moved by faith in those promises to bless his children. So if parents want true comfort in their children, they must search through all of God's word and see what promises God has made to the godly and to their descendants. By faith they must apply all these gracious promises to their own souls, and labor also to make their children know them and walk worthy of them. As their children's obedience increases, so will the parents' joy — not only in God, but in each other. This will anchor their hearts in every trial, even in the face of death itself.

    Second, since Isaac blessed his children by faith, this gives us occasion to address those commonly called 'blessers' — people who are still too highly regarded by many today, their wicked practices treated as genuine blessings and legitimate means of help, when in reality they are among the most wretched and corrupt people imaginable. Some might consider this a harsh judgment, since such people are regarded as clever men and women, good people following Isaac's example of blessing people's children and livestock. They are thought to cause no harm but only good — helping people deal with strange afflictions in their bodies, their children, or their property. This is how some would excuse and defend these wizards and blessers, who are in reality wretched servants of the devil. But let us be clear: if they are going to bless rightly, it must be by faith. What faith do they have? Has God made any promise that through their efforts He will help those who come to them seeking help for their children and livestock? Certainly not. God has made no such promise to anyone like this. In fact, He has expressly forbidden not only such practices but also the act of seeking help from such people. Therefore they cannot bless people's children and livestock by faith. They may claim to do these things by faith — but it is faith in the devil and his promises. For just as God has His laws and sacraments for those who enter into covenant with Him, so the devil on his part has words, spells, and charms as his laws and rites, through which he controls his servants. These wizards and cunning women bless people's goods and children through a diabolical faith in the devil's word and promise. This is confirmed by the common confession of many such people themselves, setting aside all other evidence. We must therefore regard them as servants of the devil — his wicked instruments for drawing people away from God. We must not go to them for any help under any circumstances, for in doing so we forsake the living Lord and His help and instead seek the devil's assistance. What could be more reprehensible? And even if we receive some outward benefit through their means, consider what follows. The Lord has said in Leviticus 20:6: 'As for the person who turns to mediums and to spiritists, to play the harlot after them, I will also set My face against that person and will cut him off from among his people.' Unless we have no fear of God's curse, this must warn us not to seek help from them. For they are godless people with no fear of God before their eyes who set themselves against God and His word. Indeed these common blessers, who seem to do nothing but help people's children and livestock, are more dangerous than notorious witches, who can only harm people's bodies and goods when God permits it. These blessers ensnare the soul and draw entire towns and regions into approving and participating in their wickedness.

    The third point to consider is the parties blessed — Jacob and Esau. First, notice the order the Holy Spirit uses: He places Jacob first, even though Esau was the elder brother. What is the reason? Answer: Scripture uses three different ordering principles when naming persons.

    First, the order of nature — when the firstborn is listed first. David's sons are numbered this way according to their ages: first Amnon, then Daniel, third Absalom, and so on (1 Chronicles 3:1-3).

    Second, the order of dignity — when those listed first are not the eldest but the ones most favored by God. The Holy Spirit uses this order when naming Noah's sons in Genesis 5:31: 'Noah became the father of Shem, Ham, and Japheth' — even though Japheth was the eldest and by birth order should have come first. Yet it was with Shem that God continued the covenant.

    Third, the order of history — when someone who is first or chief in dignity is placed last because his story begins later. This is why our Savior Christ is listed last in Matthew's genealogy — because His story in the narrative begins last, even though in dignity He is first and most important. Applying this here: the order the Holy Spirit uses is not the order of history or of nature, but of dignity. Because Jacob stood highest in God's favor, the Holy Spirit places him first.

    In this order of dignity we see that the primary blessing — of eternal life — belongs to Jacob. Esau receives his blessing too, but in second place.

    Notice two things here. First, Jacob is received into God's covenant and Esau is not. Jacob receives the principal blessing and Esau does not. But why? Is this because of Jacob's merit, or because of some failure in Esau? Not at all. God's good pleasure is the primary cause. Regarding the blessing: if we read the account, we see that Esau, at his father's command, went and hunted, took the trouble to bring his father venison, and spoke only the truth. Jacob, by contrast, never went hunting at all — he had a young goat prepared and came to his father with it, and while speaking with his father, shamelessly flattered and lied. By every ordinary reckoning, Esau would seem to have deserved the better blessing. Yet God willed it otherwise, and the principal blessing went to Jacob. Here we see that God's special love for a person — by which He receives him into His covenant — is not grounded in human behavior but in God's own good will and pleasure.

    Second, the fact that Jacob received the principal blessing shows us that God's purpose overrides the will of human beings. Father Isaac had intended to give the chief blessing to Esau — but God's purpose was otherwise, and it overruled Isaac's will. Isaac had reason to suspect the person before him was not Esau — both because he came back so quickly, and because the voice was clearly not Esau's but Jacob's. Yet God's purpose overrode his will. When Isaac came to feel his son's hands, he could not tell the difference between a goatskin and human skin. Why? Because it was God's will and purpose that Jacob should receive the chief blessing. God therefore overrode Isaac's will, dulled his senses, and caused him to bless Jacob with the chief blessing.

    This is useful to consider, because a widely held view today is that God purposed to save all people. When asked why then all people are not saved, these people answer: because people refuse, even though God wills it. But this view is wrong — it makes human will superior to God's purpose, as if to say: God does not will it because people do not will it — or worse, God does will it, but it does not come to pass because people refuse. But God's will and purpose is the highest and supreme cause of all things. Whatever He wills, He brings to pass. Since all people are not saved, we may safely conclude that God never decreed to save all people.

    Now more specifically regarding Jacob's blessing: a question arises — how could Jacob be blessed when he came to his father through deception and lying?

    Answer: we must understand that even though Jacob sought the blessing by fraud, he could still receive it. He was not wrong in seeking the blessing — only in the manner in which he sought it. It was his duty to seek it, though not in the way he did. He should have waited for the time and opportunity God had arranged for Isaac to bless him, without resorting to sin to obtain it.

    Second, consider the manner in which Jacob received his father's blessing — dressed in his older brother Esau's clothing.

    Here we see a striking picture of how God blesses us. When we seek a blessing from God's hand, we must not come in our own clothing — in the filthy rags of our own righteousness. We must put on Christ's garment, the long white robe of His righteousness. Coming to God in this way, just as Isaac said of the scent of Esau's clothes that Jacob had put on: 'See, the smell of my son is like the smell of a field which the Lord has blessed. Now may God give you of the dew of heaven, and of the fatness of the earth, and an abundance of grain and new wine' (Genesis 27:27-28) — so God will say of us that 'the righteousness of Christ, which we have put on by faith, is a fragrant aroma to His nostrils' (Ephesians 5:2). Since all the blessings we enjoy come to us in Christ, and our acceptance with God is in His righteousness, we must therefore labor to put on Christ every day by becoming new creatures. We must seek to resemble Him in knowledge, righteousness, and holiness — and so our assurance of God's blessings will grow more and more.

    Finally, notice that although Jacob was blessed in a way Isaac had not intended, once the blessing was pronounced it had to stand. When Esau came, Isaac said to him: 'I have blessed him — and indeed he shall be blessed' (Genesis 27:33). In the same way, God's ministers in the assembly of the church have authority to pronounce God's blessings upon the people. Even though they are weak people subject to error like everyone else, when they pronounce God's blessing upon their congregation through the ministry of the word — if they do so with sincerity of heart and integrity of conscience — that blessing will stand. And on the other side, those whom they pronounce God's judgment upon, for just cause from God's word — that judgment will stand as well.

    Furthermore, just as Isaac blessed without knowing for certain who was before him, God's ministers in the dispensation of the word must bless God's people even though they do not know individually who among them receives it.

    That is enough on Isaac's blessing of Jacob. Now I come to his blessing of Esau, who also was blessed as the text says — but in second place, even though he was the elder brother. Question: how could Esau be blessed at all, since Isaac had only one blessing? Answer: Esau was blessed only with temporal blessings, not with spiritual ones. Objection: but some may say Esau was a wicked and ungodly man — and Scripture says that 'to the pure all things are pure.' How then could temporal gifts given to him be blessings? Answer: Temporal gifts given to the wicked are blessings and not blessings at the same time. They are blessings from God's side, since He gives them. But they are not blessings from the side of the people who receive them and misuse them.

    Question: how did it come about that Esau, as the elder brother, lost both his birthright and his blessing? How did they come to belong to Jacob?

    Answer: the cause was his godlessness, as we can see and read in the following chapter. Hebrews 12:16 says 'he sold his own birthright for a single meal' — a bowl of red stew. Being so godless as to despise such a high privilege, he had to be content with receiving his blessing in second place. From this we may draw a profitable lesson.

    There are many young men today, baptized as Esau was circumcised, living in the church as he lived in Isaac's house, who in the best years of their lives give themselves to nothing but pleasure. That pleasure is as precious to them as Jacob's red stew was to Esau — take it away and you take their lives. Their whole joy lies there, and nothing delights them as much as spending their time hunting, hawking, gambling, gaming, sexual immorality, and drinking. Such a person is a true Esau. We have many of them among us, and they think of themselves as the lively, spirited ones — the real men. As for Jacob and those who take care over their conduct and words, well, those are just pitiful, dull fellows. What is to be said or thought of such people? Simply this: unless they — and in good time — take stock of their lives and their condition, it will cost them their lives — the life of their souls. Esau lost his birthright through his godlessness, and these men will do the same if they continue in their present course. They will erase their names from the book of life and cut themselves off entirely from the kingdom of heaven. Therefore let all young men, whatever their rank — high or low — take careful heed how they live in sin and continue in wickedness. For if they follow Esau's path and persist in godlessness, they will certainly come to Esau's end. How remarkably Satan bewitches them — that while they go on in sin, they think so highly of themselves and so poorly of those who take their conduct seriously. Therefore, in the fear of God, let such people correct their ways in good time — before God's curse falls on them and they cry for mercy too late. That is enough on the parties who were blessed.

    The fourth point to consider is the nature and content of this blessing, stated at the end of the verse: 'concerning things to come.'

    The meaning of these words is that elderly Isaac pronounced blessings upon his sons not only for the present time but for the future — blessings both temporal and spiritual. As we can read in Genesis 27:28 and 39, he gave both sons 'the fatness of the land and plenty of grain and new wine.' And to Jacob in particular, he said that 'he would be lord over his brothers.' But some may object that this seems disproved by what actually happened, since during Jacob's lifetime he was always humble and deferential to Esau. When Jacob returned to his homeland from living among the Arameans and met Esau, he sent gifts ahead and when he saw him 'he himself went on ahead of them and bowed himself to the ground seven times, until he came near to his brother.' Answer: the prophecy that 'the elder shall serve the younger' must not be confined to Jacob and Esau personally, but should be referred to their descendants — especially in the days of David and Solomon. For it was in that era that the Edomites, who descended from Esau, were in subjection to the Israelites, the descendants of Jacob. David, speaking as king, says in Psalm 60:8: 'Moab is my washbowl; over Edom I shall throw my sandal' — meaning that he would bring the descendants of Esau into a lowly and subordinate condition under him. This was fulfilled, as we can see in 2 Samuel 8:14.

    But someone may object further: when Isaac blessed Esau, he said that Esau would have 'a fertile soil, and the fatness of the earth shall be your dwelling place' (Genesis 27:39). Yet in Malachi, the Lord says He 'hated Esau' (Malachi 1:3), and as proof of it, 'made his mountains a desolation and gave his inheritance to the jackals of the wilderness' — meaning Esau's descendants would dwell in a barren land. How can these two statements be reconciled? Answer: first, the land of Edom was indeed a fertile land — but it was a wasteland compared to the land of Canaan. Second, Isaac was speaking of Idumea as it was in his own time, not as it would become later. It could have been fertile in Isaac's day and become barren afterward, since God can 'turn a fruitful land into a salt waste for the wickedness of those who dwell in it' (Psalm 107:34).

    That is enough for the example of Isaac's faith. Now follow the examples of Jacob's faith.


  Jacob's Faith

  • • •

    Verse 21. By faith Jacob, when he was dying, blessed each of the sons of Joseph, and worshiped, leaning on the top of his staff.

    In these words the Holy Spirit records the remarkable example of Jacob's faith, commended here through two actions: first, his blessing of Joseph's two sons; second, his worshiping of God. In the first action, consider these points: first, the blessing itself; second, the circumstances surrounding it — including the time when Jacob blessed them (that is, 'when he was dying'), the means by which he blessed them (namely, by faith), and the parties he blessed (Ephraim and Manasseh). These will be treated in order.

    First, regarding the blessing: this kind of blessing was already discussed in the previous verse in the example of Isaac's faith, so it does not need repeating here. Only this must be noted: this blessing of Jacob is not the ordinary blessing of a father, but the extraordinary blessing of a holy patriarch and prophet of God. The blessing itself consists of three elements. First, Jacob adopted Joseph's sons as his own, taking them into his family. This is the meaning of the words in Genesis where Jacob says during the blessing: 'May my name be named on them, and the names of my fathers Abraham and Isaac' (Genesis 48:16) — that is, they shall be received into my family, be my children, and be called by my name.

    Second, he gave them two portions in the land of Canaan, for God used Jacob as His instrument to distinguish and divide Canaan prophetically among his children.

    Third, as a prophet, by the spirit of prophecy, Jacob foretold the future circumstances of Ephraim and Manasseh — specifically, that they would become great nations and that two great peoples would come from them. These three elements make up Jacob's blessing.

    From this blessing of Jacob we learn two things. First, God permits the head of a household to adopt a child or children to carry on his family when he has no children of his own body. Here old Jacob, for the continuation of his family and the growth of God's church, adopted his grandsons into his own household as his sons — and he did this by faith. A head of household may do the same — but with this caution: in adopting, he must be careful not to unjustly deprive his own natural heirs or relatives.

    Furthermore, in Jacob's blessing of Joseph's two sons by foretelling the specific circumstances of their descendants and their portions in Canaan, we learn that God graciously reveals His will and purpose in a special way to those who are His children. Here He revealed to Jacob the particular future of Joseph's two sons. In the same way, when God was about to destroy Sodom, He said: 'Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do, since Abraham will surely become a great and mighty nation? For I have chosen him, so that he may command his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord.' The prophet Amos says: 'Surely the Lord God does nothing unless He reveals His secret counsel to His servants the prophets.' Our Savior Christ said to His disciples: 'You are My friends,' and He gave the reason: 'because I have made known to you all things that I have heard from My Father' (John 15:15). Those who are, in Christ, the friends of God will in a specific and special way know things that God does not reveal to others. Just as this was verified in Jacob in a particular way, it is also true in general for all of God's servants and children — He reveals particular things to them that He does not reveal to others. Beyond the general knowledge they have from His word, He reveals to them personally the knowledge of their election, their justification, sanctification, and coming glorification — not by way of prophecy, but through the working of His Spirit in the ministry and meditation of His word. That is enough on the blessing. Now follow the circumstances.

    The first circumstance to consider is the time when Jacob blessed Joseph's two sons, noted in the words 'when he was dying' — that is, when he was about to die and near death, not in the actual moment of dying.

    In this circumstance we can learn two specific duties: one for heads of families, the other for ministers of God's word — for Jacob here represents not only a father but a prophet. First, heads of families are taught to put their households in order before they die. Jacob, having a large household and many children, called for Joseph's sons Ephraim and Manasseh before his death and made them his own, to complete his family.

    Question: how should a person put his house in order when he is dying? Answer: by doing two things following Jacob's example. First, he arranged his temporal affairs and distributed his earthly inheritance — the portions of the land of Canaan. Second, he gave his children specific instructions regarding certain duties, especially regarding religion and the worship of God — and then he died, as the text says: 'When Jacob finished commanding his sons, he drew his feet into the bed and breathed his last' (Genesis 49:33). In the same way, heads of families must put their houses in order through these two duties: first, by properly arranging their earthly goods and possessions; second, by giving instruction and charge to their children and household concerning the worship of God and the practice of true religion. This was also the practice of good King David, as we can read in 1 Kings 2. When he was about to die — as he said, 'to go the way of all the earth' — he called for his son Solomon, appointed him as king in his place, and gave him a most important charge concerning God's worship (verse 3). Read the passage — it is well worth careful attention. The prophet Isaiah, when he came to Hezekiah from the Lord, directed him to do the same two things: 'Set your house in order, for you will die and not live' (Isaiah 38:1). Every head of a family should learn and practice both duties after their example.

    Second, God's ministers must learn their duty from this example. Jacob was a significant minister and prophet in God's church, which at that time existed within his household. By blessing Joseph's sons he received them into his family and into the covenant, thereby continuing and preserving God's church after his death. Just as his father Isaac had called him into the covenant and blessed him, so Jacob did for Joseph's two sons. Every minister of God in his role should therefore take special care to pass on true religion and the Gospel of Christ from person to person as much as possible during his lifetime, so that it may be proclaimed and maintained after his death. Paul gave a clear instruction for this purpose in the New Testament. Having taught and trained Timothy in godliness and religion, he charged him that 'the things which you have heard from me in the presence of many witnesses, entrust these to faithful men who will be able to teach others also' — so that God's Gospel and religion, passed from hand to hand and from person to person, would continue to grow. Peter's practice in this area was also exemplary. In 2 Peter 1:15 he wrote: 'I will also be diligent that at any time after my departure you will be able to call these things to mind' — having said just before (verse 13) that while he lived he would stir them up by reminding them. In the same way, all of God's faithful ministers must give their full effort before they die to ensure the Gospel will be preached when they are gone.

    Second circumstance: by what means did Jacob bless Joseph's two sons? Answer: by faith in the promises of God — as the text says: 'By faith Jacob blessed both the sons of Joseph.' When we consider the matter carefully, we see it was a remarkable faith. He was a poor pilgrim in Egypt, and yet by faith he assigned them portions in the land of Canaan.

    Question: why had he not remained in the land of Canaan?

    Answer: Jacob did live there for a time, but only as a foreigner with no more rights than he had purchased for himself — not even water for his camels or a place to bury his dead. Beyond that, he had been driven out of his own land by famine and had to flee to Egypt for food and survival, living there as a poor pilgrim and stranger far from home. And yet in the midst of this extreme situation — as though he were some great ruler or emperor — he composed his will and bequeathed the land of Canaan to his children, assigning each his own portion. This was unmistakably an act of remarkable faith, taking hold of and applying God's promise in the most extraordinary way.

    His example teaches us an important duty in the matter of our salvation. When any of us — through the fierce assault of sin and Satan — feels as though we have been driven out of our inheritance in the heavenly Canaan, what should we do? We must not despair. Instead, we must set before our eyes and call to mind the promises God has made to us in Christ concerning eternal life — and we must rest and anchor ourselves on those promises. Then let temptations attack us and drive us wherever they will — we must still hold the promise with both hands of faith. Beyond all hope, by faith we must claim and lay hold of a portion in the kingdom of heaven. Doing so, we will be true Israelites and true followers of this faithful patriarch, who by faith — against all likelihood — assigned Canaan to his descendants.

    Third circumstance: the parties he blessed — Joseph's two sons, Manasseh and Ephraim. We can read the full account in Genesis 48:8-9 and following. Among many things, notice this one: Joseph brought his two sons, Manasseh and Ephraim, to Jacob his father to be blessed as Jacob lay on his bed. Joseph's intention was for Manasseh, the elder, to receive the chief blessing — so he placed Manasseh at Jacob's right hand and Ephraim, the younger, at his left. But when Jacob came to bless them, he crossed his hands — placing his right hand on Ephraim's head and his left on Manasseh's. By this he gave the birthright, which was the principal privilege, to Ephraim — contrary to Joseph's wish. He gave Manasseh a blessing as well, but far inferior to Ephraim's. We should not think Jacob did this out of some personal fondness, as parents sometimes do when they favor one child over another. He did it in a specific way, guided by the direction and prompting of God's Spirit, who had so appointed it. For when Jacob blessed them, he did not know by his own senses which was Ephraim and which was Manasseh. The blessings Jacob assigned at that time — the greater to Ephraim and the lesser to Manasseh — came to pass exactly. As we can read, the tribe of Ephraim was far more numerous and glorious than the tribe of Manasseh. Therefore in the books of the prophets (Hosea 4:16; 5:9; 6:4, and elsewhere) the name Ephraim is applied to all ten tribes — they are called by that name because it was the most noble and the most valiant of all the tribes, and in a sense the protector of all the rest. From this tribe came Joshua, that great captain (1 Chronicles 7:27), and Jeroboam (1 Kings 11:26), and many other powerful kings of Israel.

    From this we learn that God is the one who dispenses honor and position in this world — giving more to some and less to others as He pleases. He sometimes raises people from the lowest station to great dignity, as David says in Psalm 113:7: 'He raises the poor from the dust and lifts the needy from the ash heap.' What is the cause of this? Is it their learning, their great strength, their beauty, their exceptional skill and knowledge, or their parents' wealth, or anything in themselves? Not at all. Looking at this example, Ephraim's elevation above Manasseh had no cause in Ephraim himself. What did Ephraim have that Manasseh did not when Jacob blessed them? Nothing. He was a child just like the other, and a younger child at that. He was favored solely because of God's good will toward him. This is true of everyone who is raised to honor and position in this world. Since honor and dignity do not come from people themselves or from anything in them, they must not attribute their position to their own intelligence, learning, strength, or connections — but entirely to the gift of God as the first cause. And they must labor to use that position for the honor of the One who alone grants it, by His good pleasure. Otherwise they are, in effect, sacrificing to their own strength (Habakkuk 1:16).

    Question: why does the Holy Spirit here name Joseph, who was not blessed, while omitting the names of the two children who were? Answer: reading the account in Genesis explains the reason. When Joseph heard that his father Jacob was ill, he came to his dying father before his death — even though Joseph was a powerful prince and prominent ruler among the Egyptians and his father was merely a poor pilgrim. He brought his two sons with him so that his father could bless them before he died. The Holy Spirit names Joseph here to show us the great regard he had for his father's blessing. He valued it — valued having his sons within the covenant — more than all the kingdoms of the world, and so he brought both boys to his father to be blessed shortly before his death.

    The attitude Joseph held is the same one each of us should have. Whatever our situation — whether honored or humble — we must with Joseph esteem God's covenant and membership in His church above all the honor in the world. We must regard our own positions and privileges, and those our children may attain, as nothing compared to the blessing of God and His favor. We must choose, as Joseph did, to give up our honors and dignities for a time — or even permanently, if necessary — rather than lose the blessing of God's grace. And blessed will those fathers be with Joseph who would rather have their children blessed by God than advanced in this world. The second act of Jacob's faith is described in these words: 'and worshiped, leaning on the top of his staff.' It is a remarkable act for the commendation of his faith. But before addressing it, some questions deserve profitable consideration — first, the translation and how the words should be read. Roman Catholics read it this way: 'and adored the top of his Rod' — meaning, they say, the top of Joseph's scepter, since he had come to visit. From this they would derive support for their abominable idolatry — the adoration of created things, specifically of holy objects such as crucifixes, relics, and images, as well as the worship of God at or before such things. But their translation is false and inaccurate and cannot be defended, regardless of any authorities they might cite. In reading it as 'and adored the top of his Rod,' they omit a key word from the text — the word 'upon' — thereby corrupting the text and distorting the meaning of the Holy Spirit.

    Furthermore, their interpretation and conclusion from this passage is completely wrong. To worship an image or any holy object — or to worship God at or through such a thing — is flatly forbidden in the second commandment: 'You shall not make for yourself a carved image... you shall not bow down to them.'

    Our translation in this passage is accurate and correct, in keeping with the words of the text and the intent of the Holy Spirit: 'that he worshiped leaning on the top of his staff.'

    Yet another question may be raised about the words. Reading the account in Genesis 47, we find there that 'Jacob worshiped, bowing himself on the head of the bed.'

    There is considerable difference between 'worshiping on the top of his staff' and 'worshiping on the head of the bed.'

    How can these two be reconciled? Answer: they can stand together perfectly well, and both can be true. When Jacob was about to die, he raised himself up on his pillow toward the head of the bed and rested his body against it. Because his body was weak and feeble, he also supported himself on his staff. Comparing the two passages this way, there is no contradiction between them. Furthermore, we should understand that the same event in Scripture may be described in different terms in different passages without any damage to the truth, certainty, or completeness of Scripture. When the Holy Spirit speaks of the same thing using different words — as here — the variety of expression enlarges or illuminates the meaning, but does not in any way corrupt or distort it. That is enough on the words.

    Now turning to the act itself: in Jacob's worship, three circumstances deserve consideration — first, the occasion; second, the time; third, the manner of it.

    The occasion for Jacob's worship described here — as we can read in Genesis 47 — was this: as the time of his death approached, Jacob called for his son Joseph and charged him solemnly that he should not bury him in Egypt when he died, but should carry him back and bury him in the tomb of his fathers. Joseph agreed to his father's request — and yet Jacob made him swear to it, and Joseph swore. When this matter was settled between Jacob and Joseph, the text says that 'Israel bowed in worship at the head of the bed' — that is, he praised God and gave thanks for the blessing of being buried with his fathers Abraham and Isaac. And yet this benefit concerned not so much himself as his children. The carrying of his bones back to Canaan was to be a token, pledge, and sure assurance to them that the land of Canaan would be theirs, and that God would bring them there again.

    In this circumstance, notice an important duty for fathers and heads of households: they must during their lifetime have concern for their descendants and use every means to help them and benefit them in the faith — not only while they are alive but even after they are gone, following the example of this holy patriarch. And when they have obtained this benefit for their children, they must rejoice and be glad in their hearts, and take the occasion to praise the Lord, as Jacob did here.

    Second circumstance: the manner in which he worshiped, stated in the words 'on the top of his staff.' This detail is worth noting. Good Jacob, because of physical weakness and old age, could not get out of bed and kneel or prostrate himself. He raised himself up on his pillow toward the head of the bed — and because his weakness prevented him from sitting fully upright, he leaned and supported himself on his staff.

    From this we learn that we must worship God not only with our souls and hearts but with our bodies as well — for God created both, and therefore will be worshiped in both (1 Corinthians 6:20). Old Jacob could have excused himself on the grounds that bodily weakness prevented him from performing any outward gesture of reverence. Yet we see him leaning on his staff — making allowance for his physical weakness and yet worshiping God with his body.

    Question: in what posture, then, should we worship God with our bodies?

    Answer: God's word does not prescribe any specific posture. Our Savior Christ prayed kneeling (Luke 22:41), prostrate with His face to the ground (Matthew 26:39), and standing (John 11:41) — as did the apostles. Scripture commends the tax collector who stood far off and prayed (Luke 18:13). Elijah in 1 Kings 18:42 is described as praying with his face between his knees. We have no fixed form prescribed — only this: we must use whatever posture best expresses a humble heart and holy reverence before God.

    This refutes the view of those who think a person can worship God in his heart while bowing before images with his body — that he can be physically present at idolatrous worship while keeping his heart for God. Jacob's behavior here both refutes and condemns this view. He considered his body as much owed to God as his soul — and therefore worshiped God with both.

    Third circumstance: the time when he worshiped God — namely, 'when he was dying.' Even then, at the point of death, he worshiped God. Several things may be noted here.

    First, consider the sad practice of the world today. Many people, when they are dying, are so far from following Jacob's example of worshiping and praising God that they must have others come and teach them how to worship — having spent the earlier part of their lives carelessly, caring nothing for their souls, chasing worldly profit and pleasure, never thinking of their duty to God until the moment of death. What a terrible course this is — that people live from day to day like animals, having no idea how to worship God. All who love their own souls and want to be like godly Jacob — or, as our Savior said of Nathanael, want to be 'true Israelites' (John 1:47), genuine descendants of old Israel — must take care to live in this world in such a way that they are able to worship God when they die. They must not put off, but learn early the knowledge and fear of God — so that when death comes, they can demonstrate and practice it. It is a sad thing to consider how the devil bewitches people's hearts so that they live in the world as though they will never leave it, giving no thought to religion until death comes upon them — and then it is too late to learn. This is to follow Esau's path, not Jacob's — and Esau, for this very reason, is condemned by the Holy Spirit.

    Second, in the fact that Jacob worshiped God at his death, we learn this: for the most part, as people live, so they die. Jacob was raised in the worship of God and lived in it all his life — and just as he lived, so he died. When he died, 'he worshiped God, leaning on the top of his staff.' This truth holds today and will hold forever: let a person worship God throughout his life, and when he dies he will be able to worship and praise God. On the other hand — take note — the person who lives in greed, godlessness, sexual immorality, and wickedness will for the most part die the same way. Come to a greedy man at his deathbed and speak with him, and you will ordinarily find nothing in him but raving and talk about his business deals, his bills, his contracts, and other worldly concerns. The same can be said of other sinful people. Whatever occupied their minds while they lived, that is what will fill their mouths as they are dying. This shows plainly that as people live, so they die.

    But some may object: don't godly people sometimes rave and speak foolishly — or even irreverently — before they die? Answer: that is true. Even the best person is no more exempt from bodily illness than the wicked, and is just as susceptible to burning fevers and similar diseases. The violence and force of such illnesses often cause people to rave, speak foolishly, and sometimes irreverently. But what does that prove? When a godly person is in the grip of such an episode, he cannot express the grace of his heart — what comes out instead is the corruption of his nature. But when he recovers himself, he is sorry for what he said and is ready and willing to praise God with his whole heart. So if we want to die well, as Jacob did — praising God — we must live as he did: by faith, guided by God's word and promises. Then let death come when it will and how it will. We may be severely assaulted by sickness and temptation, but we will not be overcome — for God, who has promised His children a way through every temptation, is faithful (1 Corinthians 10:13).

    Finally, in the fact that Jacob worshiped God at his death, we learn that genuine zeal never fades. Many people have a kind of zeal, but it exists only because of the strength and vitality of their physical constitution. As their health declines, so does that kind of zeal. But genuine zeal does not weaken with the body. As David says of the righteous in Psalm 92:12, 14: they 'will flourish like a palm tree and grow like a cedar of Lebanon. They will still yield fruit in old age; they shall be full of sap and very green.' This was true in Jacob. Though he was old and weakened by illness, he showed genuine zeal at the very hour of his death. The same will be true for us who profess religion: if our zeal is genuine, it will show itself. The older we grow, the more fruit of grace we will bear — and we will display more true zeal in old age than in younger years. Though bodily strength fades, genuine zeal never fades. When strength fails, zeal — if it is real — will flourish like a palm tree, which will bud and put forth new growth even when cut back to its roots. Therefore, if we want to display zeal in our old age, we must develop genuine zeal in our youth — for that is what will show itself in the hour of death. That is enough on the example of Jacob.


  Joseph's Faith

  • • •

    Verse 22. By faith Joseph, when he was dying, made mention of the exodus of the sons of Israel, and gave instructions concerning his bones.

    The previous verses set out the individual examples of faith of the three patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Now in this verse the Holy Spirit presents the example of Joseph's faith. The words of this verse are plain and simple and need no explanation — they are a clear and brief summary of the end of Genesis 50. Let us therefore move directly to the doctrinal points and lessons to be drawn from the words.

    First, notice in general the remarkable similarity between this example and the previous one — between Joseph, a godly son, and Jacob, a godly father. Both of them expressed their faith as they were dying. Of both it is said: 'By faith when he died.' In their fundamental approach and in the timing, they are alike.

    From this we observe: first, the godly examples of those in positions of authority — whether civic or spiritual — have great power to draw others forward and to encourage them in religious duty. Their zeal, as Paul says to the Corinthians in the case of generosity, 'stirs up many.' Jacob the father, being a worthy prophet and patriarch, set a holy and blessed example for Joseph and his children by the remarkable way he behaved at his death — expressing the reality of his faith in an exemplary way. That example had its effect on Joseph, who at his own death conducted himself in the same manner his godly father had before him. Therefore those in authority must carefully watch everything they say and do, so that they may be worthy examples to those under them — drawing them forward in religion and in the fear of God.

    Second, those under authority must learn to follow the godly, holy, and devout examples of their governors and superiors — whether civic or spiritual. We see this here as Joseph imitates his father Jacob's godly example. Paul gave a firm instruction to the Philippians: 'Brethren, join in following my example, and observe those who walk according to the pattern you have in us' (Philippians 3:17). And in the next chapter, urging them to lives of integrity, he told them to 'practice the things you have learned and received and heard and seen in me.' But are these duties practiced among us today? Do those who are older teach good things to the younger? Do the younger follow their elders in doing good? Not at all. Our times are such that too many among us — both those who set good examples and those who follow them — are treated, as the prophet says, 'as signs and wonders.' They are made a reproach and a byword, disgraced with contemptuous labels (Isaiah 8:18). But this is exactly what Ishmael did when he mocked Isaac (Genesis 21:9). We must understand with certainty that unless this is changed, the hand of God that has already been stretched out against us in many fearful judgments will not be withdrawn — it will remain stretched out until it brings us to ruin. God will not allow His ordinances to be scorned and His holy ones to be abused. He expects better fruit from us. Therefore we must learn from these godly patriarchs to both set and follow good examples.

    In Joseph's example more specifically, two points deserve attention: first, Joseph's faith; second, the actions of his faith by which it is commended.

    Regarding the first: it says 'by faith Joseph, when he was dying.' As far as we can find in Scripture, Joseph did not have the same resources for coming to faith as his ancestors before him. The three patriarchs — Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob — sometimes received appearances from God Himself, sometimes messages brought by His holy angels, and sometimes had His will revealed through dreams and visions. All of these were notable helps and means for both beginning and strengthening faith. But Joseph lacked all or most of these. Read his entire history and you will find no angel appearing to him, no dreams or visions in which God spoke to him directly. And this is not surprising. He lived outside the visible church where God's presence was — in superstitious and idolatrous Egypt. And yet for all that, he is here placed alongside the three great patriarchs in the matter of faith.

    A fair question then arises: how did Joseph come to possess this faith?

    Answer: although Joseph did not have the same extraordinary means as the patriarchs, he was not without all means. In his younger years he was raised in his father Jacob's household and taught by him in the ways of God and the practice of religion. And in his later years he also had the benefit of his father's presence and instruction in Egypt. Jacob was no ordinary father — he was a remarkable patriarch and holy prophet, in whose household God had placed His visible church in those days, with Jacob as the Lord's prophet and minister. Joseph, both in his youth and after his father came to Egypt, heard and learned from him the ways of God. Through those means he came to the excellent faith for which he is so commended here and placed alongside his fathers the holy patriarchs.

    From this we learn that the preaching of God's word by His ministers — even without extraordinary means such as revelations and visions — is sufficient to bring a person to faith. Indeed, it can produce the very same kind of faith the three patriarchs had. In the ministry of the word, the person speaking to us is only a human being like any other. But the word he delivers is not his own — it is the mighty word of God. Whatever is faithfully proclaimed from God's word is sealed to us by His Spirit just as certainly as if God Himself had revealed it directly from heaven in an extraordinary way. Though in former times God revealed His will through visions, dreams, and angels, the ministry of His word in the New Testament is just as sufficient a means for beginning and increasing true faith as those former means were then.

    This plainly refutes all those who neglect or despise the ministry and preaching of the word and look instead for extraordinary revelations, visions, and dreams to produce and grow faith and grace in their hearts. Our Savior Christ firmly corrects all such people in the parable of the rich man, through Abraham's words to Dives. Speaking of Dives's brothers, Abraham says that 'they have Moses and the Prophets; if they do not listen to them, they will not be persuaded even if someone rises from the dead' (Luke 16:31). The implication is clear: if a person will not believe through the preaching of the word, nothing in the world will make him believe — not revelations, not visions, not even the words of those who rise from the dead.

    Second, recognizing that God's appointed means — the holy ministry of the word — is fully sufficient to produce and increase genuine faith must move us to take care and diligence, not only to hear God's word as it is preached, but to benefit from it in both knowledge and obedience. That is enough on the first point.

    The second point to be addressed is the commendation of Joseph's faith through two actions: first, his mention of the departure of the children of Israel from Egypt; and second, his instruction concerning his bones. Both will be addressed briefly, since the key principles were covered in the previous verse.

    Regarding the first: 'Joseph, when he was dying, made mention of the departure of the sons of Israel' — that is, their departure from Egypt into Canaan.

    Here we see a most remarkable work of faith: it causes a person to keep in memory the merciful promises God has made. This is what makes Joseph's faith stand out as genuine and alive — that at the point of death, he remembered God's merciful promise made to his forefathers concerning their descendants: that after they had been servants in a foreign land for four hundred years, they would receive a good outcome and a happy deliverance and be brought into the land of Canaan (Genesis 15:13). This is a remarkable work of faith, as two notable effects of it in a Christian's life make plain. First, through remembering God's merciful promises, His servant finds comfort for his soul in every situation, in every distress and extremity. This memory calls to mind the wonderful goodness and mercy of God — and by this he is comforted. When David was in a desperate state, crying out in affliction and temptation: 'Will the Lord reject forever? Will He never be favorable again? Has His lovingkindness ceased forever? Has His promise come to an end forever?' (Psalm 77) and other such anguished words — how did he comfort himself in that distress? Answer: by 'remembering the deeds of the Lord' and 'meditating on all His work' and the gracious acts He had done for him. Similarly, in another passage of great inner anguish, he says to his own soul: 'Why are you in despair, O my soul? And why have you become disturbed within me?' (Psalm 43:5). Yet in the very next words he steadies himself: 'Hope in God, for I shall again praise Him, the help of my countenance and my God.' How did David arrive at those words in the midst of that distress? Answer: through faith, which revives and refreshes the dead heart of a person by bringing God's merciful promises back to his memory.

    Paul, overwhelmed by corruption, cried out: 'Wretched man that I am! Who will set me free from the body of this death?' (Romans 7:24). Yet in the very next words he says: 'Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord! So then, on the one hand I myself with my mind am serving the law of God...' How did the second follow from the first? Answer: in the first words he was brought low by the sight of his natural corruption, which was dragging him toward sin. But the later words are a recollection of the merciful deliverance from sin that God had accomplished for him through Christ — and so he broke out into: 'Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord.'

    Second, remembering God's promises serves as a means to keep a person from sin. Human nature is as ready and inclined to sin as fire is to burn when fuel is placed against it. But when a person calls to mind God's merciful promises by faith — especially those made to him in Christ — he reasons and struggles against temptation, holding God's word before his soul like a shield to deflect Satan's flaming arrows. He applies the same word to his soul like a counteragent against corruption. This is why it is said that faith 'purifies the heart' (Acts 15:9). How does it do this? By applying Christ's blood, and also by bringing God's merciful promises in Christ to memory — which restrain a person from doing the things that would pollute and defile the heart. This is why faith is called 'our victory over the world' (1 John 5:4). By applying God's promises in Christ to our souls, we not only value the world lightly compared to Christ — we also stand firm against its assaults. This is a most remarkable and excellent work of faith.

    Finally, notice the time when Joseph made mention of their departure: the text says 'when he was dying.' This was discussed in the previous verse, but this one point may usefully be recalled here. Joseph called God's promises to mind at his death — promises concerning the temporal deliverance of his people. By his example, when we are dying we should call to mind the gracious promises God has made to us in Christ concerning our eternal deliverance from the spiritual bondage of the devil. The fruit of this will be great — not only for inward comfort to our own souls and for the joy of those who love us, but also as compelling evidence to the world that we have been sound in the faith, leaving a worthy example for those who come after us.

    The second act of Joseph's faith is this: 'He gave instructions concerning his bones.' The meaning is this: Joseph, lying on his deathbed, gave a solemn charge to his brothers to take special care of how and where he was buried. He wanted his bones preserved during their time in Egypt so that when they departed they could be carried to the land of Canaan and buried in his fathers' tomb. Joseph gave this instruction for these reasons. First, to testify to his brothers and descendants that although he had lived a long time in the splendor and glory of Egypt, his heart had never been set on it. He valued and esteemed being counted a true member of God's church far more than being a noble prince in Egypt. For if he had loved and desired Egypt's greatness, he would have chosen a tomb among them. By instructing otherwise, he made plain that his heart was never fixed on the glory and splendor in which he lived.

    His example teaches us that in using the world and its things, we must not set our hearts on them. As the apostle says in 1 Corinthians 7:31, we should 'use them as though we did not make full use of them' — keeping our affections set on heaven, which is our spiritual Canaan.

    Second, by this Joseph would testify to his brothers what he considered his greatest blessing: that in faith and hope he was joined to his fathers and ancestors who had believed in God, that he shared their religion, and that like them he looked forward to a resurrection and another life. He wanted this to be known not only to his brothers and descendants but also to the Egyptians among whom he had lived.

    Third, Joseph's chief aim was to strengthen the faith of his brothers and descendants in God's promise to possess the land of Canaan after his death — and this was a powerful way to do it. When they saw or remembered his body, it would serve as a living sermon to them, showing plainly that however long they lived in bondage in Egypt, the day would soon come when they would be set free and brought as free men into the land of Canaan. Without question, Joseph wanted his bones kept among them so they would be a pledge and guarantee of their deliverance.

    Notice further: the account says (Genesis 50:25) that Joseph did not only charge his brothers generally — he bound them by an oath to carry his bones. This showed that what he was requiring of them was a matter of great weight — a sign and pledge of the truth of God's promise in their deliverance. From this we learn how important it is for every Christian to use the sacraments carefully and reverently — since God gave them as pledges of His covenant of grace made with us in Christ. If Joseph required his brothers and descendants to swear an oath about his bones so they would regard that sign of their outward deliverance with greater reverence, should we not all the more honor and use with all reverence and good conscience those holy pledges of our eternal deliverance through Christ Jesus?

    Roman Catholics would use this passage to justify their practice of preserving and honoring the relics of saints. By relics they mean parts of the bodies of departed saints — the head of John the Baptist, the arms or bones of this or that saint, the milk of the virgin Mary, and fragments of the cross on which Christ suffered, and so on. Answer: first, their relics are nothing more than fabrications of their own invention — they are not genuine relics of saints, as one example makes plain. The pieces of wood kept throughout Europe that they claim are parts of the cross on which Christ died are so numerous that if gathered together they would fill a ship — yet the actual cross was no larger than one man could carry. This shows plainly that they rely on flagrant fraud here, as in everything else of this kind. Second, the preservation of Joseph's bones served a good and specific purpose: to testify to his own faith and to strengthen his brothers' faith in God's promise of deliverance from Egypt. But Catholic relics serve rather to undermine faith in Christ than to strengthen it — for they nurture people in foolish inventions and gross superstitions, not in the truth of God's promises. Third, nowhere in the entire Bible do we read that Joseph's bones were ever worshiped. This passage therefore provides no basis for the superstitious practice of worshiping relics. That is enough on the example of Joseph's faith.


  Moses' Faith

  • • •

    Verse 23. By faith Moses, when he was born, was hidden for three months by his parents, because they saw he was a beautiful child; and they were not afraid of the king's edict.

    In this verse the Holy Spirit goes further and presents a remarkable example of the faith of Moses's parents. To read the full account, we must go to Exodus 2, of which these words are a brief summary. The faith of Moses's parents is commended here through two notable actions: first, the hiding of their child Moses when he was born; second, their courage and boldness in that action — 'they were not afraid of the king's edict.' Regarding their hiding of him, we will first address the matter generally and then examine its circumstances. In general terms: they concealed Moses and kept him unknown to the Egyptians for three months, because the king had given orders to all his people that they should 'throw every Hebrew boy into the Nile' (Exodus 1:22). In this act of faith, several notable points are worth observing.

    First, Moses was destined to be a great prophet, captain, and leader for the people of Israel. Therefore, even though other Hebrew boys were being drowned at Pharaoh's cruel command, the Lord made provision for Moses from the moment of his birth — he would be hidden and thus preserved from Pharaoh's tyranny.

    From this we learn that God, in the midst of all persecution, always preserves the seed of His church. The church has two states in the world. The first is quiet and peaceful, when the Gospel is publicly professed, taught, and received without hostile opposition — as it is in our church today by God's great mercy. The second is a hidden state, when the church cannot make itself visible — when open profession of the Gospel is suppressed by the rage of the enemy the devil and by the wicked and cruel people he uses as instruments. God sometimes allows His church to be hidden in this way, and during these seasons many of His dear children are killed for the sins of the church. Yet He always preserves the seed of His church. After Isaiah had shown the Jews the terrible devastation of their land — the cities left empty and the houses without inhabitants — he still said: 'Yet there will be a tenth portion in it, and it will again be subject to burning, like a terebinth or an oak whose stump remains when it is felled. The holy seed is its stump' (Isaiah 6:13). God does not deal with His church the way He deals with its enemies. With the enemies He pulls up the root, but in His church He only prunes the branches (Isaiah 27:7-8). When He judged Sodom and Gomorrah, He destroyed them completely from the earth. But the Lord always guards the seed of His church, so that when the storm of persecution passes, His church may spring up and flourish again.

    Someone may ask: since God intended Moses to be such a great man over His people, why did He not preserve him from Pharaoh's rage in some wonderful and mighty way? Answer: God was certainly able to have sent a legion of angels for his protection, or to have preserved him in some extraordinary visible manner. But He chose not to — for we must understand that it is God's pleasure to display His power through weak and ordinary means. He can protect every one of His servants from all harm, but He does not always do so. When Christ our Savior was an infant and was being persecuted by Herod, God His Father could have protected Him in Judea and destroyed His persecutor with many legions of angels. Yet He did not — He used only the simple help of Joseph and Mary and the ordinary, weak means of flight. He did all this so that He might be glorified through the weakness of His servants. For when all means fail, He magnifies His power and providence in preserving those who trust in Him. That is enough on this action in general.

    Four circumstances deserve consideration in the hiding of Moses. First, the time when he was hidden: the text says 'when he was born.' Moses was destined to become a great servant and worthy instrument of God, through whom He would bring about the deliverance of His people from Egypt's bondage. And yet we see that from the very moment of his birth he had to be hidden.

    From this we learn that those who are God's servants and hold a special place in His favor must expect trouble and affliction in this life — from the cradle to the grave, from the day of their birth to the hour of their death. Moses faced danger to his life from Pharaoh the moment he was born. Our Savior Christ faced the same from Herod when He was only an infant, causing His parents to flee with Him to Egypt for safety. Their infancy set the pattern for the rest of their lives — lives full of danger, full of trouble. And as it was with them, so it is with others. 'All who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted' (2 Timothy 3:12). And whoever 'will come after Me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow Me' (Luke 9:23).

    This is a point we must all take note of: we must not expect ease and comfort on earth. It is enough for us to enjoy that in the life to come. If Christ Himself carried His cross out of the city gate, then we, as His disciples, must 'take up our cross daily and follow Him.'

    The second circumstance to consider: how long was Moses hidden? Three months. Question: why no longer? Answer: because they could not keep it up any longer. It is likely that a search was under way for him — and so 'they made a basket of reeds for him and covered it with tar and pitch. They put the child in it and set it among the reeds along the bank of the Nile.'

    In this act the parents risked the child's life to save their own — and here we can see a real weakness in their faith. They kept their child by faith for a while, but then committed him to the dangers of the water, wild beasts, and birds of the air. Their faith was clearly weak and mixed with fear and some doubt. In keeping the child for three months they showed genuine faith, but in then exposing him to danger for their own safety, they revealed some lack of love and weakness of faith. And yet they are commended here for their faith. This makes plain that if a person has genuine and sincere faith — even if it is weak — God in His mercy will take notice of it and commend it, overlooking its weakness. He will even grant to that faith the promises of eternal life made in Christ.

    The third circumstance to consider: who was it that kept Moses for those three months? Exodus says 'his mother kept him,' but here it says 'his parents kept him,' with the Holy Spirit including his father as well. How can both be true? Answer: the mother was the primary actor in this, and the father, though not personally involved, gave his consent. We must remember that consent is itself a form of action, whether in good things or in evil. When Saul 'was watching over the coats' of those who stoned Stephen (Acts 7:58) — thereby showing his agreement — he himself later confessed that he was 'in agreement with his death' (Acts 22:20).

    Finally, notice the cause — or rather the occasion — that moved the parents to save their child. It was a remarkable beauty and loveliness that appeared in the child at birth. This moved them to reason with themselves: God has given this child such beauty that He likely intends to use him as a remarkable instrument for some great work — therefore we will keep him alive. This point deserves attention: beyond their natural parental love, this was also a motivation for the parents to save their child.

    From this we may learn that those whom God intends to use above others in some special service for His own glory are typically endowed with some special gift above others — often including outward grace and physical beauty. Moses's beauty moved his parents to seek to preserve his life. They were persuaded that God had not placed it in him for nothing. Saul was made king over Israel — and it is noted that the Lord had given him a fine appearance, for 'he was taller than any of the people from his shoulders upward.' David also had 'a ruddy appearance with beautiful eyes and a handsome appearance.' The Lord had purposed to make him king over Israel. Just as David excelled his brothers in appearance and beauty, so he was to far surpass them in this special service of God — governing His people.

    From this we learn: first, that beauty and physical attractiveness are gifts of God. Second, those who excel others in these natural gifts must also excel them in holiness and zeal for God's service and in doing good to others — as Moses and David did. But the practice of our times is sadly the opposite. Those who have more physical attractiveness than others commonly use it as a lure and occasion for all manner of sin and wickedness — for sexual immorality and indulgence, to satisfy their own wretched and ungodly desires. All who have natural gifts in greater measure than others must take careful notice of this. For if they use — or rather abuse — those gifts as means of sin and as ways of displaying the pride and vanity of their hearts, they will have much to answer for before God on the day of judgment. Has God given you beauty and attractiveness — and are you using it as a trap to ensnare others for the satisfaction of your lusts? Then take heed, you unfaithful servant. You are not merely hiding your master's talent — you are squandering it and using it to dishonor him. Therefore it will be taken from you. In its place you will receive ugliness and deformity, and in soul and body be cast into hell with unclean spirits. That is enough on the first action of their faith and its circumstances.

    The second action by which the faith of Moses's parents is commended is this: 'They did not fear the king's edict.' These words must not be taken absolutely and without qualification. Many statements in Scripture are made in absolute terms but must be understood with limitation. As when Matthew 11:18 says John came 'neither eating nor drinking' — meaning not that he ate nothing at all, but that he ate very little. And Christ says in Matthew 10:34 that 'He came not to bring peace but a sword' — which, as Luke explains (Luke 12:51), means 'rather division than peace.' In the same way here: Moses's parents 'did not fear the king's edict' means they did not fear it excessively, or completely, or exclusively, or to the same degree that others in similar situations would have.

    From this we learn how far we must obey those in authority and our rulers. We must obey them — not simply and unconditionally, but 'in the Lord' (Ephesians 6:1) — that is, in all their lawful commands. But when they command things that are evil and unlawful, we must stop short, lest in obeying them we rebel against God. We have sufficient basis for this here, and also in the apostles, who when commanded 'not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus' (Acts 4:18) answered: 'Whether it is right in the sight of God to give heed to you rather than to God, you be the judge' (Acts 4:19). The Hebrew midwives in Egypt are commended by the Holy Spirit (Exodus 1:17) for saving the boys alive against the king's command. And Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego have been celebrated ever since for disobeying Nebuchadnezzar's command to worship the golden image (Daniel 3:16-17). These examples make plain that our obedience to human authority is to be given only 'in the Lord.' Refusing to obey unlawful commands is not genuine disobedience — because in such cases the fifth commandment ceases to bind and gives way to the commandments of the first table, which are greater, as was explained at verse 17.

    Second, notice that this godly boldness — not fearing the king's edict excessively — is described as an act of faith. From this we learn that true faith in God's promises serves to moderate a person's emotions. Left to himself, any person will go too far in the pull of his feelings. Experience shows that many have lost their lives through anger and uncontrolled joy, some have abandoned religion out of fear, and sorrow has cost many a person his life. Any passion, if not moderated and restrained, will rob a person of his reason and make him behave like an animal rather than a human being.

    But see the value and power of true faith: it serves to temper a person's passions. If a person is angry, faith keeps it within bounds. The same is true of fear, joy, hatred, or any other feeling — faith will calm and restrain its excessive force. Moses's parents could certainly have been overwhelmed by fear of Pharaoh's tyranny and cruelty — but God gave them faith, which moderated that fear. None of us, if we look honestly at ourselves, can deny that we go too far in many feelings — sometimes in fear, sometimes in anger, sometimes in sorrow, and so on. Would we know how to bridle these powerful passions? Then get true faith. It is the means by which a person can moderate and restrain the force of his passions so they do not burst into extremes. Is a person angry? If he has faith, he will put a rein on his anger. Is he sorrowful? Still it will be measured. And so for all the rest — faith will govern them all, while extinguishing none. This should greatly move us to strive for genuine faith, given how useful and powerful it is in restraining our passions.

    Verse 24. By faith Moses, when he had grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter. Verse 25. Choosing rather to endure ill-treatment with the people of God than to enjoy the passing pleasures of sin. Verse 26. Considering the reproach of Christ greater riches than the treasures of Egypt; for he was looking to the reward.


    Here the Holy Spirit proceeds to commend Moses's faith, and in these three verses presents a most remarkable example of it.

    By Moses's faith in this passage we should understand saving faith — the gift of God by which Moses received and personally applied to himself God's promise of salvation through the Messiah and of the promised land, made to Abraham and to his descendants after him.

    At the very beginning of this example, the Holy Spirit records something remarkable about Moses: that Moses had faith and by it performed this great act. This is truly extraordinary, because he was raised by Pharaoh's daughter in Pharaoh's court — a place where there was no knowledge of the true God, but only idolatry, immorality, and godlessness. And yet the Spirit of God, who cannot lie, testifies that Moses had faith — which is a remarkable thing. Similar examples are recorded elsewhere in God's word. In Ahab's court — a king who 'sold himself to do evil' — the Spirit of God still testifies that Obadiah was there, 'a man who feared the Lord greatly.' Herod was a deadly enemy of Christ — yet Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod's household manager, served Christ with her resources. Paul writes: 'All the saints greet you, especially those of Caesar's household.' By Caesar's household he means the court of Nero — one of the most bloodthirsty and wicked of persecutors — and yet even there were those who professed the Gospel of Christ. From these examples we learn that Christ has His children and servants in the very midst of His enemies. The courts of Pharaoh, Herod, and Nero may each be called a kind of hell — and yet God had servants in all three. This confirms the truth of God's word, which says that Christ 'reigns in the midst of His enemies.' However much they rage and seek to destroy His name and uproot His kingdom, He will in spite of all of them rule in the middle of their kingdoms, and there have those who truly serve Him and fear His name. In Revelation 2:13, God had His church in Pergamum, 'where Satan's throne is.'

    Furthermore, Moses's faith rebukes many a person in this age who was raised in the church of God, under godly parents and teachers, and yet is a mocker and enemy of the Christian faith. Moses will stand up against all such people on the day of judgment and condemn them. He had faith, though raised in the most godless of places. They are without faith — indeed, enemies to it — even though they live in the very heart of the church.

    But let us come to the remarkable act Moses performed, for which his faith is so commended here. The text says first of all: 'when he had grown up, he refused to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter.' How Moses became her son we can read in full in Exodus 2 — where it is said that she found Moses in the basket, preserved him alive, and raised him as her own child, intending to make him her own son and heir. But this honor she offered him he would not accept. He refused it by faith — and this is the remarkable and celebrated act for which his faith is commended to us here.

    But some may say that this act of Moses seems worthy of blame rather than praise — as an act of great rudeness and ingratitude. Pharaoh's daughter had saved his life from death, raised him as her own child, and extended the extraordinary favor of making him her heir. Moses should not have despised her generosity in this way. Answer: it would indeed have been Moses's proper response to show gratitude by accepting her favor and enjoying it — if he could have done so while still fearing God and keeping a clear conscience. But he could not. Had he remained with her and been her son and heir, he would have been unfaithful to God. A rule must always be remembered and practiced here: duties of the second table bind us only as far as our obedience to them is compatible with obedience to the first table. When the two cannot coexist, we are released from the obligation of the second table — from showing honor and gratitude to people, when doing so prevents us from obeying and serving God. This was Moses's situation. He could not both serve God and continue his gratitude to Pharaoh's daughter — for remaining with her would have meant making shipwreck of true religion. Therefore he forsook her favor and honor — and for this he is commended here. Our Savior Christ did the same. 'When the people intended to come and make Him king, He withdrew again to the mountain by Himself alone' (John 6:15), because it would not have been consistent with the calling for which He was consecrated and sent into the world. Moses's act was therefore commendable, and it powerfully displays his holy faith.

    In Moses's act, considered in this broad way, notice a remarkable fruit of genuine faith: it makes a person value being an adopted child of God above being the child or heir of any earthly prince. This is plain in Moses here. The same can be seen in David. Though he was a king, he counted all his royal majesty as nothing compared to God's blessing of adoption. Therefore he says: 'The Lord — not the kingdom of Israel — is my portion.' And again, when persecution kept him from the Lord's tabernacle and the company of God's people, he said 'the sparrows and swallows were happier than he' (Psalm 84) — because they had nests where they could tend their young and sing, but he could not come near the Lord's altar. To express his longing even more fully, he said he would rather hold a lowly position — even be 'a doorkeeper in the house of God' — than be a man of renown 'in the tents of wickedness.' Yet however united these men were in this conviction, come to our age and search through town and country and you will find this fruit of faith to be rare. For generally — though I will not say universally — most of those born to good parentage, as the sons of knights, squires, and especially of nobility, are so captivated by pride in their earthly lineage that they rarely give a thought to adoption in Christ. God's heavenly graces find no room in their hearts — they utterly despise all other conditions of life compared to their own. This is the common sin of the whole world. People will stand in awe at earthly advancement, but you will rarely find anyone who is overwhelmed with joy at being a child of God, as Moses was. His example must be a precedent for us to follow. We must learn to take more joy in being sons of God than in being heirs to any earthly kingdom, and to delight more in the grace of adoption through Jesus Christ than in sonship to any earthly prince.

    It is a great privilege to be heir to a king or emperor. But to be a child of God surpasses it beyond all comparison. The son of the greatest ruler may still be a child of wrath. But the child of God by grace has Christ Jesus as his elder brother, is a fellow heir with Him in heaven, has the Holy Spirit as his comforter, and the kingdom of heaven as his eternal inheritance. Therefore we must learn from Moses, from the very depths of our hearts, to prefer this one thing above all earthly things — pleasures, riches, or any other privilege whatsoever: to be a child of God.

    Looking more specifically at Moses's act, notice two circumstances: first, the manner in which he refused to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter; and second, the time when he did so.

    Regarding the first: his refusal was not in words but in action. Reading the full account of Moses's life, we do not find that he ever said to Pharaoh, to his daughter, or to anyone else that he would not be her heir or her son. But we do find that he acted on it. When he came to age, he regularly left the court and went to visit his fellow Hebrews — to comfort them, defend them, and take sides with them. From this we must learn to give ourselves not so much to knowing and talking about matters of religion, but to doing and practicing them — before God and people alike. This is what Moses did. The common fault of our age is that we are content to hear religious teaching and many will even learn it and talk about it frequently — but few make any real effort to do the things they hear and speak of. Let us learn from Moses to put into practice what we learn and profess, and to do so quietly. The fewer words the better, unless our deeds are consistent with them. If any of us were walking along the top of a high mountain, we would stop talking and watch our step for fear of falling. When we enter the profession of Christianity, we are set on a high mountain — for 'the way of life leads upward,' and Christianity is 'the high calling of God.' We must therefore, as Solomon says, 'be wise' (Proverbs 15:24) and carefully watch our conduct — keeping a close watch over all our ways through the whole course of our lives to the very end. We must put less emphasis on speaking and talking, and more on doing. For 'the one who looks intently at the perfect law and abides by it, not having become a forgetful hearer but an effectual doer — this man will be blessed in what he does' (James 1:25). This is what we must attend to — the only real ornament of our profession, showing that we have the power of genuine godliness. But if deeds are missing, our religion is empty. We are like the fig tree Christ cursed — with leaves but no fruit.

    The second circumstance to consider is the time when Moses refused this honor — 'when he had grown up' to mature years and mature judgment. A person reasoning in ordinary human terms might think: Moses had a remarkable opportunity — he could have been the son and heir to a princess. Surely it was a rash and thoughtless act to refuse it. He must have gone badly wrong here, whether through rashness or ignorance. But to prevent such worldly conclusions, the Spirit of God records this circumstance of timing — stating that Moses did not refuse in his youth, but 'when he had grown up,' that is, when he had reached full maturity and judgment. With that maturity, he had the wisdom to know what he was doing. Only then did he refuse the honor of being Pharaoh's daughter's son and heir. In Acts 7 we find that he was forty years old when he did this. Therefore what the text says is true — 'when he had grown up' and was settled in his judgment. For forty years is not only an age of full physical strength but of settled judgment and maturity.

    From this circumstance we learn two things. First, that impulsiveness and rashness are a common failing of youth. Moses did not refuse Pharaoh's daughter's honor while he was young, lest it appear rash. He waited until 'he had grown up,' as the text says — implying that if he had done it in youth, it could have been dismissed as an impulsive, hasty act of youthful passion. Every stage of life has its particular faults, and this is the fault of youth: to be headstrong and rash for lack of reflection and experience. Therefore all young people must be on guard against these sins of youth and watch against them all the more closely because they are so natural to that season of life. The way to avoid them is to follow Christ's example in Luke 2:52 — laboring to 'grow in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and man.' And to follow Paul's counsel to Timothy in 2 Timothy 2:22: 'flee from youthful lusts and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart.'

    Second, this detail of timing — noting Moses's deliberate maturity in this act — plainly indicates what is, or should be, the virtue and ornament of old age: settled wisdom and good judgment. By this I mean not merely the natural calming of passions that age brings, but a religious wisdom by which people of mature years do all things in faith, so that their actions may be acceptable and pleasing to God. When a person has grown in years and gained experience and observation in the church of God, he must have not only a general knowledge and wisdom but a particular wisdom — so that whatever he undertakes he does in faith and thereby pleases God. But sadly it must be said of older men today that in terms of this wisdom they are very much like infants — which is a great disgrace to their condition. Paul tells the Corinthians in 1 Corinthians 14:20 'not to be children in your thinking' but mature. And he forbids the Ephesians in Ephesians 4:14 to 'be children, tossed here and there by waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine.' By this we can see that aged persons fall far short of what they should be when they are infants in knowledge and lack spiritual wisdom. We must admit that older people are often shrewd in worldly matters — a person would have to be very clever to outmaneuver them there. But bring them to the word of God and ask them to account for their actions — to show that what they are doing is being done in faith and is therefore acceptable to God — and they are like infants, ignorant of what it even means to act in faith so as to please God. In this, many who are young in years far outpace them. What would we think or say about a child who, after being enrolled in a good school for many years, was still in the lowest class? We would surely conclude he was either extremely lazy or lacked ordinary capacity.

    The church of God is the school of Christ. If a person has spent years in it — twenty, forty years — and is no wiser in religion than a small child, is that not a disgrace? Should we not condemn such a person for gross negligence? Therefore, all older people should take this to heart: their duty is to grow to maturity in spiritual wisdom, so that their age may be 'a crown of glory, being found in the way of righteousness' (Proverbs 16:31).

    Verse 25. And chose rather to suffer adversities with the people of God, than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a season.


    The meaning of these words is this: Moses weighed the situation and realized that if he agreed to become Pharaoh's daughter's heir, he would have to live with her, please her in everything, and completely abandon God's church, God's people, and God's holy religion — something his heart utterly rejected. He would also have to give up the eternal blessedness of God's children in exchange for the honors and sinful pleasures of the court, which were only temporary. With all this in mind, he chose suffering and hardship alongside the people of God rather than living in Pharaoh's court as his daughter's son and heir on those terms.

    Because this may seem like a strange choice, the Holy Spirit then gives the reason for it: Moses preferred to enjoy the privileges of God's church — even in misery — over any honor in a wicked court like Pharaoh's.

    In this verse, then, we see a second fruit of Moses's faith: he valued the fellowship and community of God's people above every other society in the world. David practiced the same thing. In Psalm 16:3 he says: 'All my delight is in the saints who dwell on the earth.'

    This fruit of Moses's faith exposes a serious fault that prevails in our age: the neglect and contempt of the community of God's people. There is a kind of fellowship that is celebrated and valued among us — but what kind of fellowship is it? It is the fellowship of those who give themselves to drinking, joking, mocking, excess, entertainment, and gambling. This is what passes for good company today — and through it, God is greatly dishonored. Most people set their delight in it and are never more at ease than in such company, where they indulge their sensual appetites. It is true that people argue this kind of good fellowship is a virtue. But then Moses was badly mistaken — for in Pharaoh's court he could have had all the good fellowship and company he could want. And yet he despised it, and chose instead suffering and hardship with the people of God over that kind of fellowship in Pharaoh's court. As for calling it good, no one calls it that except those who call good evil and evil good. Moses — a man of wisdom and learning (Acts 7:22), not a child but a man of forty years — hated and rejected this kind of good fellowship as the worst way of life imaginable. He chose the company of a suffering, persecuted church over the best fellowship any king's court could offer. Let us therefore learn more wisdom from his example. Some say this good fellowship is harmless, and that people who spend their time this way do no great harm compared to others. But my answer is this: people are born to do good. And beyond that — is it not evil and harmful, both in itself and by example, to waste time, wealth, and ability? And worst of all, this is no fellowship with God and no part of the communion of saints — it is a fellowship with Satan. Therefore, let all who want to be true Christians and find genuine comfort in that article of their Creed — the communion of saints — value the fellowship of good and holy people above all other. Through this communion with God's people, a person gains great benefit, while the other kind brings ruin to body and soul. By the company of the godly, we first share in their gifts and holy graces, and second, in their prayers and the blessings of God upon them. These reasons alone should be enough to move us to embrace this blessed fellowship above all others. And more than that: being part of this community helps a person avoid many of God's judgments. If there had been ten righteous people in Sodom, all the others would have been spared from destruction. From this we can see that those who stay close to those who truly fear the Lord receive no harm from them but much good — for it is for the elect's sake that the world still stands. If all the elect had been gathered in, heaven and earth would pass away. God's hand is stayed for the sake of calling in His chosen people. Why then should not Moses's example be our rule — to rejoice in the company of God's people above all worldly pleasure?

    That covers the general point. Now, looking at the specific words, there are several important points of doctrine to take up in order. Notice here a rare and remarkable choice — perhaps the most striking we will ever read of. Two things are set before Moses. The first is honor and advancement in Pharaoh's court — to be the son and heir of Pharaoh's daughter, with all the earthly pleasures and delights that would bring. The second is the wretched, afflicted condition of God's church and people.

    Of these two options, Moses had to choose one. What did he choose? He rejected the privileges and honor he could have had in Pharaoh's court and chose instead the hardship and affliction of God's people — so that he could enjoy the privileges of God's church. A remarkable choice — one for which his faith is commended here and his name has been celebrated throughout all generations. God has set this same choice before people in every age. In earlier times, God set two things before Esau: a bowl of red stew and his birthright. But the godless Esau chose the worse option — he gave up his birthright for the stew. The Gadarenes did even worse. Christ Jesus, the Lord of life, was set before them alongside their pigs and livestock. They preferred their pigs over Christ — a most wretched and senseless choice. And are we any different? Before us on one side is heaven and on the other is hell — and yet most people choose hell and reject heaven. Worldly people whose delight is all in riches prefer earth over heaven, the slavery of sin over the service of God — which is the perfect freedom and glorious liberty of God's people in light. This is what everyone does apart from God's special grace. This is why Paul prays in his letters for the churches, asking God to give them the spirit of wisdom so they may be able to distinguish between things that differ. We must work for this wisdom, so that when these different things are set before us we can make a wise choice. Without it, we show ourselves to be like animals without understanding and bring about our own ruin. In the ministry of the word, life and death, good and evil are set before us — as Moses said to the people in Deuteronomy 30:15, 19. Let us therefore make every effort to choose life by embracing and obeying the word of God, and so follow both Moses's teaching and his example.

    'To suffer adversity with the people of God.' Here we can observe what the normal condition of God's church and people is in this world: to be in affliction and under the cross. This is why Paul says that 'we must enter the kingdom of God through many tribulations' (Acts 14:22). The Lord knows what is best for His servants and children, and so He has established this as a fixed principle: 'all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted' (2 Timothy 3:12).

    The Lord deals with His children this way for specific reasons. First, all crosses — loss of goods, friends, freedom, or reputation — are means to stir up and awaken God's people from the slumbering sleep of sin, for the godly are often overcome by this. The wise virgins fell asleep just as the foolish did. Afflictions rouse them from that comfortable drowsiness. We see this in Joseph's brothers, who went on for a long time without any remorse for selling their brother. But when they were detained in Egypt, they were shaken awake and said, 'This trouble has come upon us because of what we did to our brother' (Genesis 42:21).

    Second, afflictions serve to humble God's children (Leviticus 26:41). So the church of God speaks: 'I will bear the wrath of the Lord, because I have sinned against Him' (Micah 7:9).

    Third, they serve to wean God's people from the love of this world. If people could always live in ease, they would make their heaven here on earth — but that is not how it should be. In this, God deals with His children like a nurse who wants to wean a child. She puts something bitter on the breast to make the child pull away. In the same way, to draw our hearts from the world and cause us to love and seek after heaven and heavenly things, the Lord makes us taste the bitterness of affliction in this world. Fourth, afflictions drive God's children out of themselves to seek God sincerely and to rely on Him alone — something they will not do in times of prosperity. Paul admits this about himself and others: 'We received the sentence of death within ourselves so that we would not trust in ourselves, but in God' (2 Corinthians 1:9). Similarly, when King Jehoshaphat was surrounded by his enemies, 'he cried to the Lord and said: Lord, we do not know what to do, but our eyes are on You' (2 Chronicles 20:12). Even the rebellious Israelites were driven in this way to seek the Lord, whom they had abandoned in prosperity — as we can see at length in Psalm 107:6, 12, 13, 19.

    Finally, afflictions serve to make God's graces visible in His children. 'The Lord knows my way and tries me,' says Job (Job 23:10). And Moses told the Israelites: 'Remember all the way which the Lord your God has led you these forty years in the wilderness, to humble you and to test you, to know what was in your heart' (Deuteronomy 8:2). This is why James calls trials 'the testing of your faith' (James 1:2-3), and Paul calls patience 'the fruit of tribulation' (Romans 5:3). Just as spring showers cause buds to appear, afflictions make God's graces visible in His children. Patience, hope, and other virtues lie hidden in the heart during peaceful times — but when tribulation comes, they break out and show themselves.

    From this we learn that suffering affliction is not always a sign of God's wrath. If a person or a people is burdened with crosses, that is no proof they are not God's children. As Peter says, 'Judgment begins at the household of God' (1 Peter 4:17). Any cross upon a people, a family, or an individual — if it produces the fruit of grace in them — is a true sign they belong to God. In fact, when people have wandered from God into sinful ways, afflictions are the means God uses to call them back. Psalm 119:67: 'Before I was afflicted I went astray.' And those who forsake their sin and return to God during affliction are certainly God's people — because a wicked person frets and murmurs against God when a cross comes and cannot endure it. But a godly person is humbled by it and becomes more obedient to God in all his duties.

    We should take this seriously. By our outward profession we give the world to understand that we are God's children — and so we come to hear God's word and learn how to live as His children. But if we want to be truly known as God's children, then whenever any of God's judgments fall on us, we must make this use of them: work to be humbled for our sins, forsake our sins, and make a clean break from all sinful ways going forward. When we do this, we show ourselves to be God's children in truth. But if during a trial or after it we are just as careless as before, still following the same old sins, then we cannot be regarded as God's people and children — we are rather a stubborn and wicked generation that grows worse the more it is corrected, like an anvil that grows harder the more it is struck. Let us therefore use God's judgments to show ourselves to be His children. Then we will be able to say with David in great joy and comfort, 'It is good for me that I was afflicted' (Psalm 119:71).

    We have seen what Moses chose. Now we come to what he refused: 'to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a season.' By 'pleasures of sin' we should understand the riches and dignity Moses could have had in Pharaoh's court and kingdom. These are called 'the pleasures of sin' not because they were sinful in themselves — they were, in themselves, the good gifts of God — but because Moses could not enjoy them in Pharaoh's court without living in sin. To become Pharaoh's daughter's son, he would have had to abandon the community of God's church and people, and so become a stranger to the covenant God made with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and with their descendants after them.

    Here the Holy Spirit sets down two notable reasons that led Moses to refuse these honors and dignities: first, because they were the pleasures of sin; and second, because he would only enjoy them for a season.

    The first reason gives us several important points worth considering. First, we learn here that riches, honor, and status separated from true religion are nothing but the pleasures and profits of sin. This was Moses's judgment, as the Holy Spirit testifies here. It is also the plain truth of God, as Solomon argues at length after his own painful experience — concluding that riches, honor, pleasures, and all earthly things separated from the fear of God are 'mere vanity and striving after wind.' And Paul says, 'To the impure all things are impure' — including food, drink, and clothing, which in themselves are otherwise the good gifts of God.

    This point is of great practical importance. For one thing, it shows us the true condition of those who set religion and good conscience aside and give themselves entirely to the world — to gaining wealth and advancement. Most people are inclined this way, and such people are generally counted as the truly wise. When someone is praised, the first thing typically said in his favor is that he is a wealthy, substantial man who looks after himself well — as if riches and honor were a person's greatest good. But however the world judges such men, we can see here that their situation is actually miserable. Without religion and the fear of God, their riches and honor are only the pleasures and profits of sin. The more they heap up wealth this way — without regard for Christ or His gospel — the more they are heaping up the treasures of sin, and therefore the greater their condemnation. Worldly wealth separated from religion is nothing but the wealth of wickedness, which brings damnation. This is why Christ said to His disciples (in response to the rich young man) that 'it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven' — meaning the kind of rich man who sets his heart on gaining wealth and honor with no regard for the religion of Christ. In another place He also pronounces this fearful sentence against them: 'Woe to you who are rich, for you are receiving your comfort in full' (Luke 6:24). Those who set religion aside and give themselves entirely to seeking gain and honor are, before God, utterly wretched — and the longer they continue in this course the more wretched they become, because the more sin they accumulate and the deeper their condemnation will be. If any of us have lived this way, let us now leave that course as most dangerous to our souls. For what does it profit a person to gain the whole world and yet lose his soul?

    Second, from this we must all learn — especially those who have any measure of wealth, great or small — to join the fear of God and the practice of true religion to the use of our riches. Separate these, and riches are nothing but sinful pleasures. It is a good conscience that puts a person in a right relationship to his honor and wealth. Without it, he corrupts the blessings of God he enjoys, and those corrupted blessings will turn to his greater ruin. One might have thought that King Belshazzar was a happy man when he hosted his royal feast, drinking wine from golden bowls before a thousand princes and his concubines. But the end of that celebration shows us the nature of such prosperity. As soon as he saw the fingers of a hand writing on the wall, he was utterly undone. His color changed, his thoughts filled him with dread, the strength went out of his legs, and his knees knocked together. What comfort did all his riches and pleasures give him then? Similarly, the rich man in Luke 16 might have seemed fortunate during his lifetime. Yet none of it helped him — he had his pleasure for his lifetime (Luke 16:25), and after this life his soul went down to hell. A worldly person would judge the rich man in the parable a truly happy man — the one who said to his soul, because of his great abundance, 'Soul, you have many goods laid up for many years to come; relax, eat, drink and be merry' (Luke 12:19). Yet because he had no religion, no good conscience, and no fear of God, this verdict was pronounced against him: 'You fool! This very night your soul is required of you. Now who will own what you have prepared?' Therefore, unless we want to throw away our own souls, let us sanctify our use of all earthly blessings by sincerely striving in all things to show the fear of God and maintain faith and a good conscience. And let us start where Christ directs: 'Seek first His kingdom and His righteousness' (Matthew 6:33). Let us seek to have hearts that are acceptable to God, and then all things will be clean to us.

    Third, if riches and honor separated from true religion are nothing but the pleasures of sin, then all recreation, sport, and entertainment separated from religion and a good conscience are even more clearly the pleasures of sin. Solomon knew this well. Speaking of such enjoyment, he calls laughter madness and says of pleasure, 'What does it accomplish?' (Ecclesiastes 2:2). How many sins are committed by people of every kind? For who does not almost constantly neglect religious duties for sport and amusement? Therefore, if we truly want joy in any worldly thing, let us first lay the foundation in our own hearts by gaining and keeping true faith and a good conscience.

    Second — since Moses refused dignity and honor precisely because they would have been for him the pleasures of sin — we learn here the right manner and order in which to enjoy worldly wealth and honor. Moses's practice must be our guide: we should enjoy them and use them with thankfulness to God, as long as they help us in the course of religion and true godliness. But if the situation arises where we cannot have both together, then we must follow Moses's example — choose religion and a good conscience, and let honor and advancement go. This is what Moses did. We can be confident that if he could have kept them both, he would not have refused either. But because he could not have both, he chose the religion of Christ and a clear conscience over the honor and wealth of Egypt.

    Third, notice that Moses does not simply refuse the riches and pleasures of Egypt when they would become the pleasures of sin — he is willing to endure great hardship and suffering with God's people rather than enjoy them. Here we see a remarkable virtue in Moses: he regarded living in sin as the greatest possible misery. He chose to suffer any adversity and reproach in this world rather than live in sin, because sin would mean displeasing God — his most loving Father in Christ. This is a remarkable virtue in this servant of God, and everyone who shares the same graces of saving faith and true repentance that Moses had will have the same spirit. Paul considered Satan's temptations to sin to be like 'a thorn in the flesh' and 'beatings and buffetings' (2 Corinthians 12:7). And David says, 'My eyes shed streams of water, because they do not keep Your law' (Psalm 119:136). Was David this grieved over other people's sins? Then how deeply he must have suffered when he himself broke God's commandments and thereby displeased God.

    The way these servants of God were affected toward sin must be the way every one of us who profess faith in Christ must strive to be affected. We must regard it as the greatest misery and torment in the world to do anything that displeases God. But sadly, in our day the situation is very different. For most people, committing sin is a pleasure — they are far from counting it a misery. If a person is habitually addicted to some particular sin, you might sooner take his life than take away his sin. He will risk losing heaven forever for the pleasure of sin for a time. But such people are nothing like these holy servants of God, who counted it the greatest possible cross and misery to do anything that displeased God and disturbed the peace of a good conscience. If we want to enjoy the same peace and comfort they had, we must fight against our own corrupt nature and work to find sin to be our deepest sorrow. Worldly troubles may affect us — but compared to sorrow over sin, all worldly grief should feel light. We are naturally inclined to think otherwise. But here we must show the power and reality of grace — that displeasing God through any sin is our greatest grief.

    The second reason that led Moses to refuse the honors and pleasures of Pharaoh's court was that he could only have enjoyed them for a time — the length of his natural life at most. This same reason should move each of us to use this world and all its benefits as though we were not using them — always willing and ready to let them go whenever God calls. Paul gives this same reason when he urges the Corinthians to the same duty in 1 Corinthians 7:31: 'Use this world as though you did not make full use of it; for the form of this world is passing away.' What he means is this: everything in the world lasts only for a time, and however much a person might want to hold on, he can only enjoy it until the end of his life. So use it as though you were not using it. It is a sad thing to see how far people are from practicing this. They set their whole heart on the world — gaining wealth is their delight and their god. This should not be so. God has not laid down these principles and examples for nothing. If they do not move us to the same practice, they will certainly rise up in judgment against us on the last day. That is enough on Moses's choice and refusal.

    Verse 26. Esteeming the rebuke of Christ greater riches than the treasures of Egypt; for he had respect to the recompense of reward.


    As we have seen, Moses refused the honor and wealth of Egypt and chose to live in affliction with God's people. Now, because this might seem a strange choice — and a natural person would quickly condemn him as a fool — the Holy Spirit here sets down the reason that moved Moses to do this: Moses chose suffering with God's people over the pleasures and honors of Egypt because he was convinced that reproach for Christ's sake was greater riches than all the wealth of Egypt. He was not refusing riches and honor outright. He was choosing the better riches and honor over the lesser, based on a sound judgment between things that differed.

    From this we can observe, in general terms, how essential it is for every Christian to have solid knowledge and understanding of God's word. A person who wants to walk uprightly and be approved by God must be able to judge between things that differ — not only between good and evil, but between good and better, and between one evil and a worse one. No one can do this without sound and right judgment formed by God's word, for it is there that the spirit of discernment is gained. Many people, through the course of their lives, choose hell and reject heaven — and this undoubtedly comes from their ignorance of God's word. But ignorance will excuse no one. A person who wants to reach heaven must be able to distinguish good from evil and choose the good while rejecting evil. Without divine and supernatural knowledge, no one can do this. Therefore all who are ignorant and all who are blinded by the deceitfulness of sin must shake off their complacency, gain solid knowledge of Scripture, and maintain a good conscience — so that when things that differ are set before them, they may choose the better, as Moses did.

    But let us look at Moses's judgment more specifically. 'He esteemed the rebuke of Christ' — meaning he was firmly convinced that reproach and contempt for Christ's sake was greater riches to him than all the wealth of an entire kingdom. Some will say this is a very strange judgment. Can it possibly be true and right? Yes, without question — it is completely sound judgment, and worthy of every person's lasting reflection: suffering reproach for Christ's sake is greater riches than all worldly wealth. The truth of this is proven by several arguments from God's word. First, God has made a promise of blessedness to those who suffer for Christ's sake. Christ says, 'Blessed are you when people insult you and say all kinds of evil against you because of Me.' And Peter says, 'If you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed.' And in case anyone doubts how this can be, Christ makes clear what this blessedness consists of: 'Everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or farms for My name's sake, will receive many times as much, and will inherit eternal life.' This is a remarkable promise — assuring us that no one loses by suffering for Christ's sake, for he will be rewarded a hundredfold over. Instead of earthly friends and worldly comforts, he will have the love and favor of God poured out in his heart, which will be an overflowing fountain of comfort for soul and body forever — worth far more than all the wealth and treasure of every kingdom in the world. We know that a small flowing spring is more valuable to a household than a hundred full cisterns, because the spring provides a constant supply while the cisterns will eventually run dry. Just so — the love of God in Christ, along with other spiritual graces, will be like living streams flowing to eternal life for all who suffer for Christ's name, while the cisterns of all worldly pleasures and treasures will dry up and be gone. Second, by suffering affliction for Christ's sake, we are made like Him in His humility — so that we may be made like Him in glory after this life. Paul says, 'Our momentary, light affliction is producing for us an eternal weight of glory' (2 Corinthians 4:17). And again: 'It is a trustworthy statement: if we died with Him, we will also live with Him; if we endure, we will also reign with Him' (2 Timothy 2:11-12). No worldly wealth can give this assurance — and therefore we may confidently say that suffering reproach for Christ's sake is greater riches than the treasures of an entire kingdom. Third, suffering for Christ's sake is a mark of God's special love. This is why Paul tells the Philippians not to be frightened by their opponents — 'which is a sign of destruction for them, but of salvation for you, and that too, from God. For to you it has been granted for Christ's sake, not only to believe in Him, but also to suffer for His sake' (Philippians 1:28-29). Therefore, since suffering for Christ carries a promise of blessedness, makes us like Christ, and is a sign of God's special love — it is to be valued above the riches and honors of the entire world.

    If afflictions for Christ are to be valued above the treasures of a kingdom, then we must all learn to rejoice in the troubles and wrongs we suffer for His sake. The apostles did exactly this in Acts 5:41: 'They went on their way from the presence of the Council, rejoicing that they had been considered worthy to suffer shame for His name.' And Paul boasts of it, saying: 'I bear on my body the brand-marks of Jesus' (Galatians 6:17). Just as these servants of God rejoiced in their sufferings for Christ, we too must work toward the same heart and attitude in similar situations. After all, who would not rejoice to share in the treasures of a kingdom? And the rebuke of Christ is greater riches than the treasures of any kingdom.

    This lesson is of great practical importance. Though many among us come to hear God's word, there are also many who mock and scoff at religion, at the Gospel of Christ, and at those who profess it — by which many are hindered in their profession and some are discouraged and driven back entirely. But we must learn here not to be discouraged by these mocks. We must take care not to give mockers any fair occasion — and then if we are scoffed at, we will never be harmed by it. Indeed, though it is far from their intention, in mocking us they actually do us great honor. For the word of God, which cannot lie, declares that suffering affliction for Christ's sake is greater honor and riches than the treasures of a kingdom. And if Moses's judgment is sound — which God Himself commends here — then we are happy and blessed in enduring these mocks and scoffs for Christ.

    Second, we must learn a lesson here for days ahead. For a long time we have enjoyed peace and prosperity alongside the Gospel of Christ through God's great goodness. But these days of peace will certainly come to an end — they cannot last forever, and God's people must pass through the fiery furnace of affliction. When that day comes, how will we be able to bear it? We must now form the same conviction Moses held: we must judge it the greatest honor and richest privilege to suffer affliction for Christ's sake. This conviction will be the foundation of all steadiness, courage, and Christian boldness in the day of trial. A person with this mind will never dread affliction or reproach for Christ's sake. He will be so far from fearing it that he will rejoice and triumph in it.

    Furthermore, notice that the text says 'the rebuke of Christ.' The rebuke suffered by God's church and people is called the rebuke of Christ. God's people in Egypt were loaded with reproaches and rebukes — and Christ counts this as His own rebuke. The Holy Spirit calls it so. From this we learn that Christ regards the reproach and affliction of His church as His own affliction. When Saul went to persecute the believers in Damascus (Acts 9:2, 4), Christ Jesus called out to him from heaven: 'Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?' Saul was persecuting Christians — yet our Savior took it personally. After his conversion, Paul himself says: 'Always carrying about in the body the dying of Jesus' (2 Corinthians 4:10). And again: 'Let no one cause trouble for me, for I bear on my body the brand-marks of Jesus' (Galatians 6:17). This is a point of special importance.

    First, from this we learn that Christ has a special care for His church and children — He regards their afflictions as His own. Therefore, He can no more forget them or stop helping them in their distress than He can deny Himself.

    Second, here is a particular comfort for God's children who are in affliction: their afflictions are not theirs alone — they are Christ's as well. He is their partner and fellow sufferer. This may seem surprising, but it is absolutely true. Christ puts His shoulder under our afflictions, so to speak, and takes them as His own. What could be more comforting than that? For though you yourself cannot bear it, trust without wavering that Christ — who bears it with you — will give you the strength to endure it all the way to victory.

    Third, if a Christian's afflictions are Christ's afflictions, then it is a fearful sin for anyone to mock or reproach his brother because of his faith and religion — for 'mocking is persecution' (Galatians 4:29; Genesis 21:9). The reproach cast upon a Christian is cast upon Christ — and Christ takes it as done to Himself. The persecutor wounds Christ Jesus through the sides of a poor Christian, which is a terrible thing. In doing so, such a person sets himself against the Lord Jesus and kicks against the goads. If he continues in this, he must expect a fearful end: 'Who has hardened himself against the Lord and prospered?' (Job 9:4). Therefore, if any of us are guilty of this kind of sin, let us repent. For unless we turn, our condemnation will be beyond remedy.

    Also worth noting: the afflictions of the Israelites are here described as their sufferings for Christ. Observe that even though Christ's coming was still far off, the Israelites knew of Christ — for otherwise they could not have suffered for Him.

    This refutes the view that every person can be saved by their own religion, whatever it may be, as long as they live decently and uprightly within it. Those who hold this view appeal to the Jews, claiming they had only knowledge of outward ceremonies and were saved by that. But this passage disproves that opinion. The Jews knew Christ and professed Him — otherwise they would never have suffered for Him. They were therefore saved through Him, not through their obedience to outward ceremonies. That is enough on the reason that moved Moses to make the choice he did.

    At the end of the verse, a reason is given for why Moses held this remarkable conviction — why he regarded the reproach of Christ as greater riches than the treasures of Egypt: 'he had respect to the recompense of reward.' That is, he regularly lifted his eyes and directed his heart to consider how God had promised everlasting life after this life to all who obeyed and trusted Him in this life. In order to enjoy that life, he preferred the condition in which he could live in the fear of God — even if it was a condition of reproach — over every other condition. Here we see what it takes to make a person count affliction with the fear of God as better than the treasures and pleasures of an earthly kingdom: just as we see affliction with our physical eyes, we must also lift the eye of faith to see the recompense of reward — the state of glory in heaven prepared for God's children. This is what the early Christian Hebrews did: 'They accepted joyfully the seizure of their property' (Hebrews 10:34). That is a hard thing — and yet it is true, for it is the word of God. And the reason given is that 'they knew that they had for themselves a better possession and a lasting one.' Our Savior Christ 'endured the cross, despising the shame, for the joy set before Him' (Hebrews 12:2) — that is, in view of the glory to which He would be raised and to which He would bring all His people. We must make use of this. If we are to live godly lives in Christ Jesus, we must suffer affliction. Flesh and blood will not accept this willingly. So, to persuade us to suffer with joy, we must follow Moses in having regard for the recompense of reward. We must say to our souls: the day is coming when we will have everlasting life in the kingdom of heaven, if we now serve and fear God. Should we not then be willing to endure a brief affliction for His sake, knowing that the greatest of afflictions is 'not worthy to be compared with the glory that is to be revealed to us'? (Romans 8:18).

    Question: But why does the Holy Spirit call everlasting life a reward? Answer: It is not called a reward because Moses earned or deserved it by the dignity of his suffering — for no person can merit anything from God. The point is clear: even Christ, considered purely in His human nature apart from His divine nature, could not merit anything from God. For a person to merit something from God through a work, three conditions must be met. First, the person must do the work entirely by himself and of himself — for if he does it by means of another, it is the other who merits and deserves the credit for the work. Second, the work must be done from pure goodwill, not from duty — for what is owed as a duty cannot merit a reward, since a person is already obligated to do it. Third, the work done to merit must be of such worth and dignity that it is proportionate to the reward, which is everlasting life. Now, though Christ in His human nature surpasses all people and all angels in grace and dignity, still — considering His human nature apart from His divine nature — He could not perform a work with these three qualities. First, the works done in His humanity were not done by that humanity on its own, but from the fullness of the Spirit with which He was endowed. Second, Christ as a human being is a creature; and considered as a creature, His works are owed as duties to the Creator and therefore cannot merit. Third, Christ's works considered simply as human works are finite and therefore could not merit infinite glory.

    Question: How then did Christ merit from God? Answer: Partly through God's promise made in the law — 'Do this and you will live' — but properly and chiefly because He was not merely human but also true and very God. His obedience — both in His life and in His death, though performed in His human nature — was the obedience of One who was both God and man. It is from the infinite dignity of His person that His obedience becomes meritorious. In His human nature He obeyed the law and suffered for our sins, but the merit of it came from His divine nature — for the One who did these things for us was both God and man.

    Now, if Christ considered only as a human being cannot merit from God, then no other human being can merit from God either. Therefore Moses, though a worthy man, was still only a man — and a sinful man at that. He could not by any work deserve everlasting life from God.

    Everlasting life is called a reward in Scripture because it is God's free gift, promised by God to His children in Christ — given for the purpose of encouraging and drawing them forward in obedience. It should not seem strange to call a reward a free gift, for that is exactly what it can be. We can see this by comparing two Scripture passages: Matthew 5:46 with Luke 6:32. Where Matthew says, 'If you love those who love you, what reward do you have?' — Luke, repeating the same thought, says, 'What credit is that to you?' or, as the word means, 'What favor or free gift do you have?' Second, there is another reason why everlasting life is called a reward — not in regard to the work done, but in regard to the one doing the work as he stands in Christ. It is Christ's merit that makes everlasting life a reward. Now, every true believer who seeks to do God's will is in Christ. Therefore Christ's righteousness and the merit of it belongs to him, to the degree that it makes his person acceptable to God. On this basis, a promise of reward is made to him in his obedience — yet not for his own work, but for the work of Christ's obedience, in whom he stands. This is how these words must be understood.

    First, the consideration of this reward of eternal life — given through Christ to those who suffer for His sake — can make us joyful and patient in all our afflictions for righteousness' sake. Even a natural person will endure much for a good reward at the end. Now Christ says, 'Great is your reward.' Therefore let us rejoice in suffering for Christ, 'not throwing away your confidence, which has a great reward' (Hebrews 10:35).

    Second, since everlasting life is a recompense — that is, a reward given — this condemns the reckless practice of many who spend their whole lives in a frantic pursuit of worldly profit and pleasure, running headlong toward hell with no concern for their souls until death arrives. They think that if they can cry out to God for mercy at the last breath and commend their souls to Him, all will be well. But such people are for the most part deceiving themselves. They do not consider that everlasting life is given as a reward. We know that no reward is given to anyone until the work he was set to do is completed. A person must come and work in the vineyard for some part of the day in order to receive his wages at the end. As for those who never lift a hand to do the work — what reward can they expect? Yet this is the condition of those who are ruled by their flesh: they devote themselves entirely to earthly things. If we want any reward at the day of death, we must labor in the works of godliness throughout our lives — for that is the very purpose for which we were redeemed (Luke 1:74-75).

    In all of God's word, we find only one person who lived wickedly and repented at the very end — the thief on the cross. This shows how rare it is for a person to receive the reward of everlasting life after this life if he did not labor in the works of godliness during this life.

    Third, the prospect of this reward must stir all God's children to diligence in the duties of godliness — cheerfully, throughout the whole course of their lives. When we come to die, we will look earnestly for this reward. Therefore, while we live, we must faithfully do the works God commands. Then, when death comes, we may be assured that God will give us this reward — not because we deserved it by our works, but because He has promised it in Christ on the basis of our sincere obedience and true repentance. That is enough on the reason for Moses's choice.

    Verse 27. By faith he forsook Egypt, and feared not the fierceness of the King. For he was courageous, as he that saw Him who is invisible.


    In this verse, the Spirit of God moves to another example of Moses's faith, and adds a third example in the verse that follows. The Spirit is so thorough in commending Moses's faith for this reason: to persuade the Hebrews, to whom this letter is written, that they were not to look for justification through the works of the law. His argument is this: if any person could be justified by the works of the law, it would be Moses — the one who delivered the law from the Lord to the people, who excelled in obedience to both tables of it, and who is celebrated as a renowned prophet throughout all generations as a person 'in special favor with God' (Numbers 12:7-8). But Moses could not be justified by the works of the law. The Holy Spirit proves here that Moses was justified and saved by faith. What commends Moses and causes him to stand before God is not his works but his faith. The conclusion follows: just as Moses was not justified by his works but by faith, those who received this letter must not stand on their works to be justified by them — but must strive for such faith as Moses had. This faith of Moses was true saving faith, built on two promises of God: first, on the great and foundational promise made to Abraham, 'I will be your God and the God of your descendants'; and second, on a particular promise arising from that general one, made to Moses when he was called to bring the Israelites out of bondage: 'I will be with you and guide you.' Moses is said to have faith here not only because he believed that God would be his God as He was the God of all Abraham's descendants, but because he believed specifically that God would be his God and would defend him and be with him in delivering the Israelites out of Egypt.

    To look at this act specifically: 'By faith, Moses forsook Egypt.' Moses left Egypt twice. The first time was when he had killed the Egyptian and fled from Pharaoh to Midian, where he tended the flocks of Jethro. The second was forty years later, when he led the people of Israel out of Egypt toward the land of Canaan. Some have raised the question of which departure is meant here. The answer is that this passage almost certainly refers to his second departure, not the first. The reason comes from Exodus 2:14-15. There we find that the first time he fled in fear. As soon as he learned that Pharaoh knew he had killed the Egyptian, he fled in such terror that he did not dare return for forty years. But the words here cannot refer to that kind of flight, because it says 'He departed, not fearing the king's wrath or fierceness.'

    Some will say: this is no great commendation — lawbreakers and rebels also flee their country. The answer is that they do flee — but not in faith. They flee in fear. Moses fled in faith, and that is what commends his faith here: he fled without fearing the king. Criminals flee because they fear deserved punishment. Moses departed with courage and boldness — not like a criminal. This is plain from the historical account. Pharaoh had told him in Exodus 10:28: 'Get away from me! Beware, do not see my face again, for in the day you see my face you shall die.' And yet Moses went to him one more time — the tenth — to announce the tenth plague and declare that Pharaoh's own servants would come down to him and beg him to leave with all his people and their livestock. And when the Israelites complained against him at the Red Sea, with Pharaoh at their heels and no way of escape, Moses encouraged the people: 'Do not fear! Stand by and see the salvation of the Lord which He will accomplish for you today; for the Egyptians whom you have seen today, you will never see them again forever' (Exodus 14:13). All of this makes it abundantly clear that Moses departed in faith, without fear of Pharaoh.

    Some will object: for a person to enter another ruler's kingdom and lead away his subjects without the king's permission is an act of rebellion and sedition, deserving not commendation but shame and punishment. And this is what Moses did — he came from Midian and took away the Jews, who had long been Pharaoh's subjects and over whom Pharaoh could claim long-established possession. Does this not seem like something other than an act of faith? The answer is this: if Moses had done this on his own initiative, he could rightly have been judged that way. But when he came to Egypt, he had a direct commission from God to do what he did, confirmed by God's promise of assistance through miraculous signs. And when he led the people out of Egypt, he did so on the command of a King far greater than Pharaoh. Nor did Moses do this as a private individual. He was a public figure, a high official, and not a foreigner among them — he was one of their own. He was in fact their king, as God's word makes clear. Deuteronomy 33:5 plainly calls him a king, and Genesis 36:31 mentions 'the kings who reigned in Edom before any king reigned over the sons of Israel.' The last of those kings was reigning at the time Moses led the Israelites out of Egypt — which means Moses was their king, holding royal authority and governance over them by divine appointment. His act was therefore not rebellion but a work that powerfully commends his faith, being grounded on God's command and promise.

    We have seen how to understand Moses's act. Now we come to some specific points within it.

    How was it that Moses now had the courage to leave Pharaoh without fearing his command — when forty years earlier, called to make himself known to his brothers as one they should recognize as their deliverer (Acts 7:23, 25), he had fled Egypt at once upon news of a single act of defense on behalf of the Israelites? Why did he not show as much courage when he killed the Egyptian as he did at his second departure? The answer is this: the source of his courage this second time was that God had renewed and confirmed his commission. When he first received his calling, he acted on it and defended his people — but being in danger, and his calling still being an inner instinct rather than a fully confirmed commission, he was frightened and fled. But when God called him a second time and confirmed that same calling with both a promise and a command, along with power to perform miracles, then the fearful Moses became courageous and bold.

    Notice here that there is a difference between God's graces — there is a first grace and a second grace. The first is what God gives a person for any calling; the second is what God adds to the first to confirm and establish it. The first is not effective without the second. We see this in Moses — his first calling was not fully effective until the second came. In the same way, God's first grace is not effective until a second comes — by which the first is confirmed, strengthened, and increased. And the second is further confirmed by a third. So we must go on from grace to grace if we are to be bold and courageous in any duty of our general or particular calling. This deserves careful attention. Whether a person stands firm in grace or grows in it — whether in his particular calling or his Christian life — it comes from God's adding a second grace to the first. Therefore, whoever is enabled for any duty has great cause to praise God. Whether we continue in grace or increase in it, it comes from God's goodness in adding grace to grace. If He did not do this, we would fall away and be unable to go forward in the fear of God and the duties of our calling — for the first grace alone would not be sufficient to hold us against temptation. Therefore, however much God has strengthened us in the past, we must still pray daily for Him to deliver us from evil. This clearly implies that our standing depends on His daily supply of new grace.

    Second point: when did Moses leave Egypt? The time is set down precisely in Exodus 12:41: 'At the end of the four hundred and thirty years, to the very day, all the hosts of the Lord went out from the land of Egypt.' Not before, not after — the very same day God's promise reached its fulfillment. Moses had actually been chosen as their leader forty years earlier and sent to them by God. As Stephen says, 'he supposed that his brethren understood that God was granting them deliverance through him.' But at that time they would not receive him as their guide. Forty years later, when God's appointed time of 430 years had run its course, Moses came to them again to bring them out of Egypt — and then they recognized him and followed him out, just as God had commissioned.

    From this we learn, first, that no created being can alter the course of God's providence. Forty years earlier Moses would have delivered the people — but he had to wait until the time of the Lord's promise had been fulfilled, and then he led them all out. Second, this must teach us not only to believe that God both can and will keep His promises, but also to wait by faith for the time when He will fulfill them for us. Moses was required to wait forty years for the fulfillment of God's promise. When Daniel came to understand how long the Israelites must remain in captivity, he did not pray for the time to be shortened. But when he knew their return was drawing near, he prayed to the Lord most earnestly, waiting for the fulfillment of God's promise of deliverance. David likewise waited on God for deliverance in all his troubles. Their examples must be our pattern for receiving all of God's blessings.

    Third point: in what manner did Moses depart? The text says he went out 'not fearing the king's commandment' — his departure was made with courage. From this we draw several lessons. First, here is a notable example for shaping our own lives — one that must serve as a rule for us. We must walk faithfully in our callings, as Moses did. Even when crosses arise — even when Pharaoh turns against us, even when kings become our enemies — we must not lay aside the duties of our calling but press on with courage, following Moses's example. 'Moses, without fearing the king's wrath, went and led all the people away.' So must each of us do: even when dangers come, we must not fear but stand firm in our profession and continue in the duties of our calling. As Ecclesiastes 10:4 says: 'If the temper of the ruler rises against you, do not abandon your position.'

    Second, from this we may learn that those who govern the people ought to be people of courage in carrying out their duties. When the burden of judging the whole congregation became too heavy for Moses alone, his father-in-law Jethro advised him to 'select from all the people men of courage, those who fear God, to be rulers' (Exodus 18:13, 21). But this courage must not be proud arrogance or reckless cruelty. It must be a godly boldness that enables them to fulfill the duties of their office without fear of men. To this end, the Lord put 'His Spirit' upon the seventy who were to rule alongside Moses (Numbers 11:17). And the Spirit of God is not 'a spirit of timidity, but of power and love and discipline' (2 Timothy 1:7). This shows that those in authority must have the courage to call people to their duties and, when necessary, to compel them to fulfill them — however great those people may be. This is a matter of great importance in the church of God. A minister may teach and speak as much as he is able, but unless the spiritual sword of the minister is joined by the civil authority of the magistrate — to reform people's lives, restrain open sin against God's law, and press them toward the duties the minister teaches — the preaching and teaching will accomplish very little.

    Finally, Moses went out of Egypt with courage. His departure was a picture of our spiritual departure from the kingdom of darkness — Paul applies it this way in 1 Corinthians 10. Therefore, following Moses's example, we must each day move further out of the kingdom of darkness with courageous faith and heavenly boldness, pressing toward our promised Canaan — the glory of heaven. We must not leave this until our last breath and then expect heaven's gates to be thrown open for us. We must enter God's kingdom in this present life. Just as Moses by faith departed boldly from Egypt, so we must in heart and by faith depart from the kingdom of sin. We do this by working to establish the kingdom of Christ Jesus in our hearts and forsaking the works of sin and darkness. Where there is no departing from sin, there is no faith. Let us therefore show that we have true faith by departing more and more boldly and joyfully from the kingdom of sin and Satan — so that it may be evident we love the light and hate the darkness. In this journey, let us not fear any opposing command, nor the furious wrath of the spiritual Pharaoh — the devil — nor all the gates of hell. For Christ Jesus is our guide.

    One might think at first that Moses acted rashly and recklessly in boldly taking the Israelites away without regard for Pharaoh's command. So in the latter part of the verse, the Holy Spirit sets down the reason that moved Moses to do so in these words: 'For he endured' — or 'was courageous' — meaning he took heart. Why? 'Because he saw God who is invisible.' That is, he fixed the eye of faith on God, who had promised to display His power and presence in their deliverance. It was Moses's faith, laying hold on God's promise of presence and protection from Pharaoh's rage, that made him so confident and bold.

    From this we learn that the true courage and valor in Moses — and in all God's children like him — is a gift of grace. Among the many gifts of the Spirit poured out on our Savior Christ, 'the spirit of strength' or courage is one (Isaiah 11:2). And Jethro's counsel to Moses is highly instructive: he advised him to select as governors 'men of courage, fearing God' (Exodus 18:21) — implying that true courage is always joined with the fear of God and is a fruit of grace. Some will object that many pagan people who never knew the true God or understood the gifts of the Spirit nevertheless displayed great courage. The answer is this: they did have a kind of courage. But it was nothing but a fleshly boldness — not worthy of the name courage, being only a shadow of true fortitude — arising from ambition, pride, and other carnal drives. Moses's courage, by contrast, sprang from the grace of faith in God's merciful promises of deliverance and safety. And however much wicked people may display an impressive show of various virtues, when tested those virtues prove to be mere shadows. True courage and other genuine virtues always accompany regeneration.

    As he that saw him that is invisible.


    Here is the cause that made Moses so courageous. And this will make any person bold: to be persuaded in his own conscience of God's special presence with him and of God's providence and protection over him.

    Notice here a remarkable fruit of faith: it makes God — who is in fact invisible — visible to us in a certain sense. Moses by faith saw the One who is invisible. He was persuaded by faith of God's providence and special protection in the deliverance of His people, however furiously Pharaoh might rage. Enoch is said to have 'walked with God' because he saw God by the eye of faith in all the affairs of his life. And what stopped Joseph when his master's wife tempted him to sin? The fear of God, whom he saw by faith. 'How then could I do this great evil and sin against God?' Joseph said. He was saying, in effect: I am always in God's presence — how could I act so wickedly when God sees it? This is the condition of all true believers: faith makes the invisible God visible to them in a certain sense, so that a person of faith can say, 'God is present with me and protects me.' This reveals how little faith there is in the world — for few can truly say they see God, which is what faith enables a person to do. Most people care so little about seeing God that He is far from their very thoughts. Many have gone out of their way to consult with those who traffic in dark arts, seeking to see the devil. But where is the person who labors for such a measure of faith that he might see the invisible God? If wicked people run to occultists to see the devil — whom they will one day see to their everlasting sorrow — let us labor for faith through the word and sacraments. That faith will enable us to endure all tribulation as though we saw God Himself.

    Furthermore, since Moses by faith endured as one who saw God, we learn that seeing God by faith removes fear and produces spiritual boldness. This is a lesson of great practical use. By nature people are fearful — some cannot stand the dark or be alone, for fear of the devil. Others are terrified by the rustling of a leaf or the crawl of a worm. This kind of fear may partly arise from a person's natural temperament, but it often comes from an accusing conscience — a fruit of sin. The remedy is found here: do as Moses did. Labor to be settled in the conviction of God's presence with you and His providence over you. This will arm you against all satanic and irrational fear. For if God is for us, who can be against us to do us any real harm? Consider also the soldier, who by his position and calling ought to be a man of courage — otherwise the nature of his life and the thought of his enemies will greatly terrify him. How can he become courageous? Drums and trumpets are used for this purpose, and it must be granted they are good incentives to battle — but when the moment of real danger comes, they cannot give a man heart. Others drink wine before battle and try to make themselves brave through strong drink. This may make them reckless and desperate, but not truly courageous. The true way is to become Christian soldiers — knowing and fearing God — and to bring along with their physical armor the shield of faith. Through faith their hearts can be assured that God has called them to that fight and is present with them to cover their heads in the day of battle. This will give them genuine courage and make them truly valiant — even if by nature they are weak and fearful.

    Third, who knows whether God will bring us to a trial of this kind — either to lay down our lives or to abandon His truth? He may rightly take away these golden days of peace from us, in response to our ingratitude. If such times come upon us, what will we do? Will we deny the faith of Christ? God forbid. But how will we stand firm in such a trial? We must follow Moses and labor to see the invisible God by faith. This will make us courageous and fearless in God's cause. And we should remember that among those reckoned as going down to hell, 'the cowardly' are listed first (Revelation 21:8) — those who dare not stand for the truth of God but deny it out of fear of men. Let us therefore begin now to settle our hearts in the assurance of God's providence and protection, so that when the trial comes, we may be bold in God's cause.

    'Him who is invisible' — that is, God, who is a perfectly simple being, without any mixture of parts or bodily substance. 'God is spirit' (John 4:24), and therefore invisible and not accessible to human senses. Some will say: God is described as having a head, heart, hands, feet, and other human body parts — does this not make Him visible? The answer is this: the Holy Spirit speaks this way in Scripture by comparing God to a human being, so that we can more easily grasp something of how He works. The body parts attributed to God in Scripture are used to help us understand that He does by His divine power what a human being does by the parts of his body. A person displays strength and valor in his arm. By analogy to a human being, God is said to have an arm — to indicate His power and mighty acts. Similarly, God is said to have eyes so that we understand He sees all things with infinite wisdom more clearly than a person sees anything in broad daylight with his physical eyes. And so with the rest.

    But Moses is said to speak with God 'face to face' and to see God's 'back' (Exodus 33:11, 23). Does this not suggest he saw God's actual form? The answer is that this does not mean Moses saw God's essence or substance. It means only that God revealed Himself to Moses in an intimate, personal way and showed him something of His glory — as much as Moses was capable of beholding. The text itself is clear: 'You cannot see My face, for no man can see Me and live' (Exodus 33:20).

    From this we learn that when we pray to God, we must not form any image or shape of Him in our minds — for in doing so we fashion an idol out of God. Question: What should we do instead? How can a person pray to God without thinking of Him? Answer: When we think of God or pray to Him, we must conceive of Him in our minds as He has revealed Himself in Scripture — that is, through His works and His attributes. We should think of an eternal being, perfectly holy and wise, who made all things and governs them by His mighty power. For any image that tries to represent God — whether to the mind or to the eye — is a plain lie: it makes visible the One who is invisible. As the prophet says, 'What profit is the idol when its maker has carved it? It is a teacher of lies' (Habakkuk 2:18). This directly overthrows the belief and practice of the Roman Church, which represents the true God — even God the Father and the Holy Trinity — in images. What else is this but making God out to be a lie?

    But Catholics say they only use images in which God has shown Himself, as Scripture records — the Father appearing like an old man, the Son as He was incarnate, and the Holy Spirit like a dove (Matthew 3:16). The answer is this: those forms — an old man, a dove — were never meant to be images of the Father or the Holy Spirit. They were signs and tokens given for a particular moment in time, by which those persons of the Trinity made their presence known. Since there is an express commandment against all representation of God by images — with no exception even for those very forms God used temporarily to signify His presence — it is necessarily an act of idolatrous presumption to make any image of God or of the Trinity. And indeed, since God is invisible — as the text says — it is simply impossible to make any true image or likeness of Him.

    Verse 28. By faith, he ordained the Passover, and the effusion of blood; lest he that destroyed the firstborn, should touch them.


    In the previous verses, the author of this letter commended Moses's remarkable faith through two notable acts: First, his refusing to be called the son of Pharaoh's daughter. Second, his departing from Egypt. Now in this verse, he commends Moses's faith through a third act: the institution and celebration of the Passover. This verse summarizes Exodus 12. The account is this: after God had sent nine successive plagues upon Egypt — each of which gave Pharaoh occasion to harden his heart — He finally sent Moses to warn Pharaoh that unless he let the people go, a tenth plague would follow more terrible than all the rest: the death of every firstborn in Egypt, both human and animal. Yet Pharaoh's heart was not softened, and he did not let the people go. So Moses left him and, following God's command, gathered the elders of Israel together. He had them each slaughter a yearling lamb, roast and eat it, and take its blood and sprinkle it on the doorposts and lintels of their houses. This blood was a sign: the angel of the Lord, seeing the blood on the doors, would pass over them and spare every firstborn among them — both human and animal. That is the substance of the account. Now let us examine this act more carefully — beginning with the meaning of the words in this verse, since they contain some difficulty.

    'Through faith he ordained the Passover.'


    The Passover mentioned here may be described this way: it is one of the sacraments of the Old Testament, serving as a sign to the people of Israel both of their outward deliverance from the bondage of Egypt and from the death of the firstborn, and also of their spiritual deliverance from eternal death through the sacrifice of Christ Jesus, the spotless Lamb of God.

    Regarding this description: first, I call it one of the sacraments of the Old Testament because they had another ordinary sacrament as well — circumcision. Second, I say it served as a sign to the people of Israel, showing that it was properly a sacrament for them. It is part of the nature of a sacrament to signify and seal some blessing of God to His people. That the Passover did this is clear from the Lord calling it a 'sign' or 'token' of deliverance to them. Some will object that the Passover was a sacrifice — for it is called 'the sacrifice of the Lord's Passover,' and 'you shall not offer the blood of my sacrifice with leavened bread.' The answer is that it is called a sacrifice because the lamb was killed, its blood was sprinkled, and some of its parts — the fat and the two kidneys — were burned as a sacrifice to the Lord. When Josiah kept that famous Passover with all the people, the priests who slaughtered the Passover lambs and sprinkled the blood first removed the parts to be consumed in the fire, and then distributed the rest to the people according to their family groupings, as Moses had appointed. In view of these sacrificial elements, it is rightly called a sacrifice. And yet it was more properly a sacrament, because it was a visible sign of special blessings from the Lord.

    But what did the sacrament of the Passover signify? It signified a twofold deliverance. The first was outward: deliverance from the destroying angel and from the bondage of Egypt. The second was spiritual: deliverance from the curse of the law and from the wrath of God. The first is plain from the Lord's words: 'The blood shall be a sign for you on the houses where you live; and when I see the blood I will pass over you.' And in verse 17: 'You shall also observe the Feast of Unleavened Bread, for on this very day I brought your hosts out of the land of Egypt.' As for the second — that the Passover was also a sign of a greater, heavenly deliverance from the bondage of sin and Satan — Paul makes this plain when he says, 'Christ our Passover also has been sacrificed.' He is telling us that the Passover lamb of the Old Testament was without question a true sign pointing to the true Passover Lamb, Christ Jesus. And John the Baptist says the same: 'Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!' (John 1:29). John calls Christ 'the Lamb of God,' drawing a contrast with the Passover lamb of Moses — which we might call the Passover lamb of men. They differ in this respect too: The Passover lamb was set apart by human hands, though by God's appointment. But Christ, the true Lamb of God, was set apart before all worlds by God the Father. And so we see briefly what this Passover is. The text continues.

    'Ordained the Passover.' The word translated 'ordained' means 'he made' or 'he celebrated.' To understand it better, we should look at what the Gospels say. Matthew records Christ's words to His disciples about the Passover He kept with them just before His suffering: 'My time is near; I am to keep the Passover at your house with My disciples.' Luke, in relating the same account, mentions first the killing of the lamb and then the eating of it. By these two words he explains what Christ meant by 'making' (here translated 'ordaining') the Passover: that is, first the slaughtering and preparing of the Passover lamb, and then the eating of it as the Lord's sacrament. Some may find this a strange way of speaking. How can the Passover be killed or eaten? The Passover properly refers to the act of the angel passing over the houses of the Israelites when he struck the firstborn in the houses of the Egyptians. The answer is that the phrase is figurative — but this should not seem strange, because it is common in Scripture when speaking of the sacraments. Sometimes the name of the sign is given to the thing signified: as in 1 Corinthians 5:7, Christ is called our Passover. And on the other side, the name of the thing signified is given to the sign: as in this passage, 'he ordained the Passover,' meaning the Passover lamb, which was a sign of the angel's passing over their houses. Similarly: 'This is My body' — that is, a sign of My body. And 'The rock was Christ.' The reason for these figurative expressions — where one thing stands for another — is the sacramental union between the sign and the thing signified. This union is not a physical one in terms of location, nor does it involve the sign being changed into the thing signified, or the thing signified being contained in or attached to the sign. It is rather a relational and analogical union, based on the correspondence and proportion between sign and thing signified. This correspondence consists in the fact that when the outward sign is presented to the outward senses, the thing signified is at that very moment presented to the mind through it — as through visible words. Indeed, the same connection that exists between spoken words and the thing spoken of in the mind of the attentive listener exists between sacramental signs and the things they signify in the mind of a discerning recipient. When meaningful words are spoken to the ear, the attentive mind grasps the thing spoken of. In the same way, the mind of a discerning recipient inwardly grasps the thing signified and applies it to his soul when the sacramental sign is presented to his outward senses. This connection does not arise from the nature of either the sign or the thing signified — it arises from the Lord's institution. The meaning of the Holy Spirit here, then, is this: Moses by faith instituted and appointed the killing and eating of the Passover lamb, which was the sign of the Lord's angel passing over the houses when the firstborn of Egypt were struck down.

    The text continues: 'And the effusion of blood' — that is, the sprinkling of the blood of the Passover lamb. This was a prominent rite used in this first Passover. The blood of each lamb was put into a basin and then applied with a bunch of hyssop to the doorposts of every Jewish household. This rite, however, did not continue permanently. It was specific to this first Passover kept in Egypt at its institution. It was practiced then — but not afterward — in light of the particular deliverance then at hand, of which it was an assurance. It signified to them that the angel of the Lord, coming to destroy the firstborn of Egypt, would see the blood sprinkled on their doors and pass over their houses, leaving every firstborn among them — both human and animal — untouched. This purpose of the blood-sprinkling is stated plainly in the words that follow: 'Lest he that destroyed the firstborn should touch them.' 'He' refers to the angel of the Lord, who was sent to strike down the firstborn throughout all Egypt — of both people and animals — except in the houses whose doorposts were sprinkled with blood. That is enough on the meaning of the words.

    First, notice what the Holy Spirit says about Moses's act of instituting the Passover: 'he did it by faith.' From this we learn that the sacraments of the New Testament must be celebrated in faith — for in this we seek to be acceptable to God as Moses was. The Lord's Supper in the New Testament succeeds the Passover in the Old. The Passover was a sign to the Jews that Jesus Christ, the spotless Lamb of God, would afterward be sacrificed for their sins. The Lord's Supper is a sign to us of Christ already sacrificed. Just as the Passover was instituted and received under the law, so the Lord's Supper must be administered and received under the gospel. In the Old Testament, Moses celebrates the Passover through faith and requires the Israelites to do the same. We must therefore receive the Lord's Supper through faith in the same way. Cain's sacrifice was fruitless to him and offensive to God because he did not offer it in faith — and every other faithless sacrifice was the same. In the same way, every sacrament and spiritual sacrifice received or offered under the gospel is unprofitable to people and unacceptable to God if it is not received in faith. In every sacrament we receive something from God; in every sacrifice we give something to God. In the Lord's Supper, just as the minister places the bread and wine into the hands of the recipient, so the Lord God gives His Son into their hearts. If faith is absent, Christ crucified is not received. Faith is the hand of the soul, without which there is no receiving of Christ and His benefits — and instead there is the fearful sin of heaping up God's wrath against oneself. From this we learn how several kinds of people sin gravely against God. Many who come to receive the Lord's Supper are entirely ignorant of its nature and meaning — they have no idea what the sacrament means. Yet because it is a custom in the church, they receive it at least once a year, knowing nothing of what they should know. Such people must understand that they are required to come in faith — something they cannot do because they lack knowledge. In receiving the sacrament without that knowledge, they commit a serious sin and endanger their own souls by receiving it unworthily. This is not only the fault of the young. Many whose age should make them ashamed of such ignorance are too far gone in spiritual insensitivity to feel it. A second kind of person receives the Lord's Supper and says they are doing so because they have 'faith.' But these are no better than the first kind. Their 'faith' is nothing but honest dealing with other people — they think that if they bring that to the Lord's Supper, however little else they may have, all is well. The majority of people think this way, confusing faithfulness in human dealings with true saving faith. This is a plainly Catholic error, yet it is so widespread that nearly everywhere people embrace it. But such people deceive themselves. Those who receive the Lord's Supper worthily must have a different kind of faith — one by which we not only believe in the forgiveness of sins through Christ's blood, but are also assured that the bread and wine received worthily are signs and seals of that same blessing, offered to us by Christ. Whoever comes with nothing but a good intention deceives himself and receives to his condemnation. And yet sadly, many even among the more mature have no other faith than this good intention.

    A third kind of person goes further. Knowing the emptiness of the idea that honest dealings with people constitutes faith before God, they understand and hold that true faith means believing in one's own salvation through the blood of Christ. These are to be commended above the previous groups. But here they fail: when they come to receive, they do not bring with them a living faith. It is not enough for a communicant to profess the faith of Christ correctly. A worthy recipient must also examine his own heart to ensure that his faith is a living faith — one that works through love and shows itself in obedience. Here many who have good knowledge fall into serious sin. However well they present themselves on Communion day — however orderly and devout their manner — when that time passes they return to their former sins, never otherwise caring (or even making any show of caring) about putting away sin, except at the Lord's Supper. Too many who make a fine profession of faith do this. These people bring faith in profession, but their faith is dead. For if it were a living faith, it would purify their hearts and bring about change in them — from evil to good, and from good to better, more and more every day. Blessed be God, by whose mercy there are some in His church who come with such a faith and receive worthily — acceptably to God and fruitfully for themselves. Yet we must confess they are few in comparison. As for all three of the other kinds of people described — they sin gravely, because they do not bring the hand of living faith to receive what God offers them. From Moses's example, we are instructed to celebrate and receive the Lord's Supper as he did — in faith. Not in an idle or dead faith, but in a living faith that brings forth good fruit both before and after receiving the sacrament, reforming our lives in continual obedience — for God's glory and our own comfort and salvation in Christ.

    Second, observe further: 'Moses ordained and made the Passover.' We should not think that Moses personally slaughtered every lamb that was killed at this Passover. In his own household he killed his own lamb and commanded the people, on God's behalf, to do the same in theirs. This kind of expression is common in Scripture. In Joshua 5:3, Joshua is said 'to circumcise the sons of Israel' — something nearly impossible for one man to do personally. What it means is that Joshua commanded and arranged for all the people to be circumcised and oversaw that it was done. We must understand this passage in the same way.

    In Moses's celebrating the Passover in this way, we are taught that governors and superiors in their stations must ensure that those under their authority keep God's commandments — especially those relating to God's worship. The Lord's commandment given through Moses is that 'the king shall write for himself a copy of this law' so that 'he may learn to fear the Lord his God, by carefully observing all the words of this law.' But how is the king to observe all the words of the law? Many commandments do not concern him personally but rather his subjects and those in other positions. The answer is this: he must personally obey the commandments that apply to him in his station, and then ensure that his subjects and servants likewise fulfill the duties that apply to them — toward both God and people. This is a foundational point for all magistrates and authorities. As Paul says in Romans 13:4, 'The magistrate does not bear the sword for nothing, but for the good of God's people' — not only for their physical wellbeing but chiefly for the good of their souls. Therefore every governor — of a town or a kingdom — and every head of a household, within the scope of his calling, is to see that those under him keep God's commandments, especially those concerning God's worship. When a magistrate does this, the credit for the whole is given to him. This is why the slaughter of the Passover lambs is ascribed to Moses — because he saw to it that the people did it. Conversely, if a magistrate neglects this duty, he becomes the greatest sinner of all — because the sins committed through his negligence are charged to him. When Nehemiah rebuked the rulers, he told them they had profaned the Lord's Sabbaths (Nehemiah 13:17-18) — even though not only they but the people had done so. He charged the people's sin to the rulers because it arose from their negligence. Similarly, if any sin is committed in a household through the failure of the head of that household, it is not only the particular offender's sin but the governor's sin as well. And so when any person breaks the Sabbath, that sin belongs not only to that individual but to the governors to whom he is subject. Governors must therefore see to it that God's commandments are kept by those under their authority. Some may object here — and some actually use this passage to argue — that no one should be excluded from the Lord's Supper. The reasoning goes: the same principle applies to the Lord's Supper as to the Passover; Moses kept the Passover and commanded all the people of Israel to do the same; therefore no one should be turned away from God's table. The answer is this: it is true that in Egypt at the first Passover, Moses kept it himself and commanded every head of a household among the Israelites to do the same. The reason was that at its first institution, the Passover served as both a sign and a means of outward deliverance, in addition to its spiritual significance. There was therefore good reason at that time for all the Israelites to eat the Passover and none to be excluded — because all of them were to escape the temporal punishment God was about to inflict on the Egyptians. But afterward the Lord made a law that anyone who was ceremonially unclean was not permitted to eat the Passover — he had to wait until the following month and come then. Only the clean were to eat it. God Himself, then, excluded certain people from that sacrament. This makes plain that, far from supporting indiscriminate admission to communion, the Passover actually demonstrates that a distinction must be made and the unworthy must be kept from the Lord's Table. Those who are properly prepared are to be welcomed. But notorious offenders who are morally and spiritually unclean are to be turned away until they have demonstrated their repentance and worthiness.

    Third, let us consider the significance of the Passover. The Passover lamb was a sign of Christ, the true Lamb of God, and it foreshadowed several things worth noting. First, the lamb: the Passover had to be a yearling lamb without spot or blemish. This pointed to Christ as 'a lamb unblemished and spotless,' as Peter calls Him (1 Peter 1:19). Second, when the Passover lamb was killed and eaten, not a bone of it was to be broken — as commanded in Exodus 12:46 and Numbers 9:12. This signified that when Christ was crucified, not a bone of His would be broken — as John applies those earlier texts in John 19:36. Third, the Passover lamb was to be eaten with bitter herbs (Exodus 12:8). This signified that no one can truly taste the sweetness of Christ's blood until his heart is filled with bitterness over his sins — until, like Hannah, he is so deeply troubled in spirit that he pours out his soul before the Lord (1 Samuel 1:15). The absence of this bitterness is the reason so many hear God's word and receive the sacraments yet receive no benefit from them. Fourth, before the Passover lamb was eaten, all leaven had to be removed from their houses. This had a pointed significance — one we need not guess at, since the Holy Spirit has told us plainly. It signifies that we must remove all 'old leaven of corrupt doctrine' (Matthew 16:12) from our hearts and the 'leaven of malice and wickedness' from our lives, if we profess communion with Christ. This is worth taking to heart. Unless we do this, we will receive no benefit from Christ's sacrifice. If we continue to live in this old leaven, we can never expect to receive Christ Jesus into our hearts. Finally, everyone ate the first Passover in haste, with sandals on their feet, staffs in their hands, and their cloaks tucked up (Exodus 12:11). This applied only to the first Passover in Egypt, however — for Christ ate the Passover reclining. This ceremony at the first Passover signified that if we want to receive benefit from Christ, we must be ready always to leave this world and prepared to go wherever and whenever God calls us. We must not have our hearts attached to earthly things but always ready to receive God's command and go at His call. These are the meanings of the Passover — meanings we must remember and put to use in the course of our lives. That is enough on the first part of Moses's act of faith in instituting the Passover.

    The second part of this act is this: 'And the effusion of blood' — that is, the sprinkling of the lamb's blood on the doorposts and lintels of their houses. This was a token to the Israelites that the destroying angel would not strike the firstborn among them, whether human or animal. By human reasoning, this might seem a weak and simple means. Yet God ordains it to preserve all the firstborn of Israel. This is how the Lord often works — using weak means so that His people are brought to acknowledge Him alone as their protector and defender. When the Israelites were bitten by serpents, any human mind would have thought the best remedy was skilled physicians. But God ordained only a bronze serpent lifted up, which they were to look at and be healed. It was a feeble means — and yet the Lord used it, because He wanted them to give all the glory to Him alone and not attribute it to themselves or to the means.

    Further, the sprinkling of the blood on the doorposts and lintels had a profound significance: it pointed to the sprinkling of the blood of Christ upon the doors of our hearts. Peter alludes to this in 1 Peter 1:2: 'according to the foreknowledge of God the Father... that you may obey Jesus Christ and be sprinkled with His blood.' And David, when he says 'Purify me with hyssop, and I shall be clean' (Psalm 51:7), clearly understood that the blood of animals could not take away sin. Without question, his saving faith was looking through these ceremonial terms to the blood of the Messiah. From this we learn: just as the Israelites with their physical hands sprinkled the blood of the Passover lamb on their doorposts and lintels, so by the hand of faith each of us must sprinkle the blood of Christ upon our own hearts. We do this not merely by believing in general that Christ is a Savior and Redeemer, but by believing specifically that He is our Redeemer — that the merit of His death and the benefit of His blood belong to us personally.

    Objection: Some will say, 'If that is what is required, then all is well — for I do believe this.' Answer: A great many people deceive themselves in exactly this way, thinking they have faith when in fact they have none. Look at their lives and examine their hearts through their conduct, and it will quickly become clear that all they have is ignorance, spiritual carelessness, and presumption in sin. Such people are deceiving their own souls. For this sprinkling of blood is followed by sanctification and a rising from dead works to newness of life. Those who continue to live in sin and yet claim to have faith are deceiving themselves. For if a person's heart is truly sprinkled with the blood of Christ through faith, it will transform his life and conscience and make him a new creation. Christ's blood is a cleansing and purifying blood — wherever it is truly sprinkled, it certainly cleanses (Hebrews 9:14). That is enough on this ceremony of sprinkling.

    The purpose of both these actions is stated in the words that follow: 'Lest he that destroyed the firstborn should touch them.' First, 'the destroyer' refers to the angel of God (as the account in Exodus 12:19 shows). At midnight this angel struck down every firstborn in Egypt, both human and animal. We may pause here to take note of the wonderful power and swiftness of God's angels in doing His will — that in a single night, at midnight, one angel could pass through all the land of Egypt and strike down every firstborn of both people and animals in every Egyptian household. We see the same power in the destruction of Sennacherib's army by a single angel in a single night.

    'The firstborn' — both of people and animals, as the account in Exodus 12:29 confirms. This raises a fair question: how could the Passover be a sacrament if even the animals of the Israelites benefited from it — for their firstborn animals were spared because of the blood sprinkling? The answer is that this does not prevent it from being a sacrament. We must consider the Passover in two ways. First, as a means of outward deliverance — and in that respect the animals did benefit from it. Second, as a sign and seal of our spiritual deliverance from hell through the sacrifice of the Lamb of God, Jesus Christ — and in that respect it is a sacrament for human salvation, a sacrament from which the animals received no benefit. The same principle applies to the water that flowed from the rock in the wilderness. That water was a sacrament, and the animals drank it. But they did not partake of the Lord's sacrament. We must consider that water in two ways: first, as a means of quenching thirst and sustaining life — and in that respect the animals benefited. But consider it as a sign and seal of the water of life, and only the believing people — not the animals — had any part in it.

    The text continues: 'Should touch them.' Here is the purpose of both actions: that the angel might not harm the Israelites but pass over their houses. Here we should note something important concerning Christ, the true Passover: those whose hearts are sprinkled with His blood will be preserved from eternal damnation. And not only that — they will also be shielded from all outward judgments in this life, to the extent that those judgments are curses and harmful to them. We see this before the destruction of Jerusalem: the angel of God went through the city 'with a writer's inkhorn to put a mark on the foreheads of the men who sigh and groan over all the abominations which are being committed in its midst.' And David says the righteous man stands on a rock, so that the floods of many waters will not reach him. This is a point of great practical importance. It should move all who have been careless in religion to become earnest and eager to have their hearts washed in the blood of Christ. And those who already have some concern for this must take even greater care — for they have security from both outward and eternal judgment.

    Objection: But many of God's dear children are swept away in common judgments. Answer: True — yet they are never truly harmed by it. The judgment and affliction is sanctified to them because their hearts are sprinkled with the blood of Christ. And as for those whom God in His wisdom knows it is good to preserve, He delivers them from general judgments and keeps them for His glory and for the benefit of His church.

    But how did the angel destroy the firstborn in Egypt, both people and animals? By taking their physical lives — by killing their bodies. That is the sense and plain meaning of the Holy Spirit here, and the word in the original confirms it. Some misuse this passage and others like it to argue against the ancient church practice of excommunication. They say that the primary basis for excommunication is Paul's instruction in 1 Corinthians 5, where he commands that the immoral man 'be delivered to Satan for the destruction of his flesh.' Those who deny excommunication want to interpret Paul's words by this passage, since the same word is used. They therefore argue that Paul must mean the physical destruction of the immoral man's body — the taking of his temporal life. If that interpretation were correct, it would entirely undermine excommunication — for if nothing more than bodily punishment is meant, excommunication cannot be derived from the text. But the truth is that the censure Paul urges there cannot refer to physical punishment. Here is the proof. In that passage Paul contrasts 'flesh' and 'spirit.' When Paul makes this contrast, 'flesh' regularly means the corruption of the whole person, and 'spirit' means the grace of God in the person. His plain meaning, therefore, is this: 'Let him be delivered to Satan for the destruction of the flesh' — that is, for the destruction of his natural corruption and the body of sin.

    Furthermore, where the text says 'the firstborn,' this means the firstborn among the Egyptians — both human and animal. And where it says 'should touch them,' it means the Israelites, who were untouched in this destruction.

    From this we learn two further points. First, the firstborn of Egypt are destroyed — both human and animal. This is striking: the Egyptians had earlier destroyed the children of the Israelites — especially their firstborn sons, slaying all the male infants to prevent Israel from growing strong in their land. And now it comes about that the Egyptians' own children — the most honored of all, their firstborn — are slain for the Israelites' sake, while the Israelites are preserved. Here we see a most just and characteristic pattern in God's judgments. He often punishes the wicked in kind — repaying them with their own sins. This is true even in the case of the godly, to the extent that they have sinned. The same wrong David did to Uriah was done to him by his own son Absalom (2 Samuel 12:10-11; 16:22). And our Savior Christ teaches us this principle: 'Do not judge, so that you will not be judged' (Matthew 7:1). Experience confirms this as well: those who habitually slander, rail at, and speak ill of others find that, by God's just judgment, the same is most often done to them. People are frequently punished through their own sins. God has an inexhaustible storehouse of judgments and can punish people in whatever way He chooses. But He often follows this pattern: He punishes people through their own sins and catches the wicked in their own schemes.

    This should move us to examine ourselves and guard carefully against all sins of the second table. In whatever sin you take pleasure — to God's dishonor — in that very thing you will feel and see God's judgment upon you, for your correction and shame. Psalm 109:17: 'As he loved cursing, so it shall come to him; and as he did not delight in blessing, so it shall be far from him.' Adoni-bezek felt and confessed this when his thumbs were cut off: 'As I have done, so God has repaid me' (Judges 1:6-7).

    Finally, note a striking feature of God's judgment in the destroying of Egypt's firstborn. King Pharaoh and his people sinned by refusing to release the Israelites. But the punishment for their sin fell upon their children and their cattle. We see a similar pattern in 2 Samuel 12:14: when David committed those grave sins of adultery and murder, part of his punishment was the death of his child. When he numbered the people, the plague fell on them (2 Samuel 24). We should not pry too deeply into the reason for this pattern in God's judgments — He is not obligated to give an account of His actions. Yet even in human terms we can see the fairness of it. Kingdoms, communities, towns, and families must be thought of as bodies. Every society is a body, and the individuals in it are members of that body. What happens in the physical body is a picture of what happens in a civil or political body. Often in the physical body, when the stomach is sick the head aches; when the brain is injured the heart aches; when the foot is hurt the head aches; and an offense of the tongue may be punished with stripes on the back. In the same way in civil societies, the ruler sins and the people are punished, or the people sin and the ruler is punished. This is no injustice on God's part. Since ruler and people form one body — and so do parents and children — God may rightly lay upon any member the outward punishment for sin committed by another. And that is enough on this example, and on the faith of Moses considered on its own.


  The Israelites' Faith

  • • •

    Verse 29. By faith, they passed through the Red Sea, as by dry land: which, when the Egyptians had assayed to do, they were drowned.

    Until now we have heard of Moses's faith alone, commended through two examples. Now follows a commendation of his faith together with others — a new example of faith, belonging to the Israelites along with Moses. Moses here is to be seen not only as one of them but as the principal actor in this work of faith. Their faith is commended through a wonderful and remarkable act they performed through God's power and goodness: their passing through the Red Sea. Not passing over it — that might have been accomplished by human means — but through it. This is beyond nature and human ability; it is purely miraculous. This act is described in full in Exodus 14. To make clear in every way how extraordinary it was, the author of this letter highlights it through two circumstances that draw out its remarkable character. First, the manner in which they passed through: 'as by dry land.' Second, the timing: while the Egyptians who followed them were drowned. We will first discuss the act itself and then take up the circumstances.

    The act is stated in the opening words: 'By faith they passed through the Red Sea.' The words are plain and offer several points worth considering. First, one might ask: who were they who passed through by faith? The answer is: the Israelites. But some will point out that the historical account shows when the people came to the Red Sea, they were badly frightened and complained against Moses, saying it would have been better to remain in slavery in Egypt than to come out into the desert and die there. How can they be said to have murmured fearfully and impatiently and yet pass through by faith? The answer is this: at first they did complain, when they saw the danger they were in — Pharaoh's vast army behind them, the Red Sea ahead, and hills and mountains on both sides. But however much they complained at the start, when Moses spoke words of comfort to them in the Lord's name — telling them not to be afraid — and when he lifted his staff and led them into the Red Sea, they followed him by faith. And it is on this basis that the Holy Spirit gives them the title of true believers.

    From this we learn that true faith in God's children is mixed with unbelief. The Israelites' faith was genuine, but it was very imperfect and weak. If it had been complete and strong, they would never have complained, nor been impatient and afraid. But as it is in nature, so it is in grace. In nature we cannot move from one extreme to its opposite except through a mixture of both. Light and darkness do not simply replace each other — first there is a blending of them both in the dawning of the day and the fading of the night. The same is true in the realm of the soul. Unbelief is a sin; faith is the virtue that stands opposed to it. Unbelief cannot be driven out by faith without first a period where both are mixed together. As faith grows stronger, unbelief weakens — but faith can never be perfect in this life, because it is always mixed to some degree with unbelief.

    This plainly overturns the teaching of the Church of Rome, which holds that after a person is born again and believes, there is nothing in him that God can hate. They imagine that such a person is so thoroughly sanctified that nothing in him can properly be called sin. But here we see that their doctrine is false — for faith and unbelief are always mixed together.

    Second, what is true of faith is equally true of all God's other graces. Just as faith is not perfect but mixed with unbelief, so every other grace of God is similarly imperfect. The fear of God is not perfect in any person, nor is the love of God. The fear of God is mixed with fear of men, and the reverent fear of God for His mercy is mixed with fear of His judgments. Many people are confused by this. When they fear God because of His punishments, they conclude they must be utterly wretched and devoid of grace. But they are mistaken. There is no one on earth who fears God only for His mercies without also fearing Him in part for His judgments. God's graces in this life are always mixed with their opposites. To imagine a person who fears God only for His mercy and not at all for His judgments is to conceive of a person who does not exist and cannot exist in this life. The best fear found in any living person is a mixed fear.

    Furthermore, after Moses spoke words of comfort to them, the fearful and unbelieving Israelites stirred themselves up to believe. In the same way, we must labor and strive against the inborn unbelief that is in us. Every person has countless sinful tendencies that resist faith — and if they are not checked and pushed back, they will overpower his faith. Anyone who wants faith to continue and grow must fight against natural unbelief, as the Israelites do here, and as the man in the Gospel did when he said to Christ, 'I do believe; help my unbelief' (Mark 9:24) — knowing that his unbelief was holding his faith down. The disciples of our Savior Christ did the same when they prayed, 'Increase our faith!' (Luke 17:5). And David, overwhelmed by spiritual deadness, roused his faith by saying: 'Why are you in despair, O my soul? Hope in God' (Psalm 42:11). Whoever has faith is troubled by unbelief — and the more it troubles him, the less he believes, unless he fights against it with determination.

    Second question: But how many of the Israelites believed and crossed over by faith? Answer: Not all of them. Paul says, 'With most of them God was not well-pleased; for they were laid low in the wilderness' (1 Corinthians 10:5). This shows that not everyone who crossed over had true faith. But some did believe — and it was the power of their faith that brought them all across safely.

    From this we note once again — a truth we have observed before — that an ungodly person receives many outward benefits by being in the company of God's believing people. Here the unbelieving Israelites received the benefit of passing safely through the Red Sea because of those who believed. In the earlier example, the animals were spared from the destroying angel because they belonged to the Lord's people. If a mere animal receives benefit from being among God's people, how much more should a human being? Without question — much more. We can read how for Paul's sake all the sailors and soldiers in the ship were saved from drowning (Acts 27:24). This should persuade each of us to choose the godly as our companions — the people we live with and associate with — for through them we receive many benefits and are spared from many heavy judgments.

    The third point is this: when did the Israelites believe? This detail deserves close attention. They believed as they were passing through the Red Sea. Their faith was not only a general faith that God was their God as He had promised their fathers — they believed that God would be with them and keep them alive in the middle of the Red Sea. A remarkable point. They believed — as it were, standing in the middle of their own graves, for the Red Sea might well be called that — that God would give them life and bring them safely through the sea and away from their enemies.

    Their example teaches us the same duty — to do as they did here. A child of God in this life has countless reasons for despair. Sometimes his own conscience joins forces with Satan in charging his soul with being in a state of damnation. In such a desperate condition, what is to be done? At the very moment a person feels like a castaway — as though he were in hell — he must still believe. He must believe that God will bring him to heaven. It is nothing extraordinary for a person to believe when things are going well and there is peace. But to believe in a time of despair — that is a most worthy faith. In fact, that is the proper time for a person to display his faith: when within himself there is no ground for believing. Objection: But when a person is in this state, he cannot believe. Answer: It is indeed a wonderfully hard thing to believe then — a miracle of miracles. But this is the very property of true faith — to do exactly that. If there is even a tiny grain of true faith in a despairing heart, however much it may lie hidden and as if dead for a time, it will at last cause him to hope and wait for mercy and life from Almighty God. Therefore, if God should at any time lay such torment upon our consciences that we find ourselves wrestling with the sense of His wrath — feeling as though He has cast us away — even then we must hold on to God's promises, set His mercies before our eyes, and refresh ourselves with them. Without this kind of faith, God's children would many times be in a completely hopeless condition. The Lord has therefore mercifully provided for them by the grace of faith. When a person has given up all hope of life, he must still believe and hope for life — as the Israelites did in the Red Sea, trusting for preservation. And without question, this is a comforting sign of grace: if in the horror of a terrified conscience, a person can produce even the smallest spark of true faith.

    Fourth, notice the effect and outcome of this faith: 'They passed through the Red Sea.' We commonly say that water and fire show no mercy — and natural people fear both. But the Israelites' faith kept them from fearing the water and made them bold enough to walk through the sea itself. We see the same with fire in the three young men in Daniel 3:16, 23 — they were not afraid of the blazing furnace and were as calm inside it as outside. Wild animals terrify people naturally — but faith removes that fear. This is why Daniel was not afraid of the lions even when he was thrown into their den to be devoured (Daniel 6:22). The fruit and power of faith is great. It strips away a person's fear of the very things that by nature are most terrifying. This also explains why God's holy martyrs died with such peace and even joy. It would seem impossible that anyone would walk into a fire rejoicing — and yet many of them did. The reason is that they had faith in their hearts, which takes away the fear even of the most dreadful things.

    Some may ask: if the Israelites by faith walked through the Red Sea without fearing the water, why can we not do the same? We have the same faith they had. Answer: We do indeed have the same faith, and yet we cannot pass through waters as they did. Their faith rested on two promises. First, the general promise made to Abraham: 'I will be your God and the God of your descendants.' Second, a particular promise made to Moses — when God commanded him to go through the Red Sea, He also promised to protect and preserve them. They believed this promise and so walked through. However much we have justifying faith through the same general promise, we do not have the specific promise that if we walk through the Red Sea, God will be with us and save us. Therefore if anyone were to attempt it, he should expect nothing but death — for it would not be an act of faith but of presumption. Peter sank when he tried to walk to Christ on the water, because he had no such hold on a specific divine promise as the Israelites had here. And the Egyptians who presumed to follow were drowned. Let us be warned by this: do not attempt extraordinary works without God's specific authorization. A particular act of faith requires a particular promise, in addition to the general promise of God in Christ.

    Let us also observe here a wonderful work of God's mercy and power. When these servants of God were brought to the very brink of destruction — when their situation in terms of their physical lives was hopeless — the Lord found a way of deliverance. If a person thinks carefully about their situation, he must acknowledge how desperate the Israelites truly were: the Red Sea was before them, mountains on both sides, their movement hindered by their belongings, their women and children with them, and Pharaoh's vast army pressing from behind. By every human calculation, there was nothing to look for but immediate death. Yet in His mercy, the Lord made a way where there was no way, and opened a path to life at the very moment when reason could see nothing ahead but violent death. This demonstrates the remarkable mercy of God toward His own people and servants. We see the same pattern with David when he hid in the wilderness of Maon. There Saul pursued him and 'Saul and his men surrounded David and his men to capture them' (1 Samuel 23:26-27). What hope of deliverance was there for David? The answer: simply this — David was God's servant, and the Lord preserved him to govern His people after Saul's death. And so he escaped, though remarkably: 'A messenger came to Saul, saying, Hurry and come, for the Philistines have made a raid on the land. So Saul returned from pursuing David and went to meet the Philistines.'

    From this we learn a general rule: in every extremity of danger, God has a means to preserve and save His own children and people. This must teach us to commit our situation to God and rest in Him in all dangers. When our case looks desperate to us, we are in precisely the right condition to receive God's help. Let us therefore in such situations practice our faith and cast ourselves on God above all. Jehoshaphat did this most remarkably. When he was attacked by the vast armies of the Moabites and Ammonites, he prayed to the Lord with great urgency: 'Lord, we do not know what to do, but our eyes are on You' (2 Chronicles 20:12). In doing so, he was preserved — for God will not abandon in any extremity those who trust in Him.

    'The Red Sea.' In many places in the Old Testament it is called 'the Sea of Reeds' (Psalm 106:7, 9) or 'the Sea of Sedges' (Jeremiah 49:21). It is an arm of the Arabian Sea that separates Egypt from Arabia. Travelers who have seen it say it has no different color from any other sea. Why then is it called the Red Sea? Setting aside other suggested explanations, there are two main ones. First, because of the red sand — both the seabed and the shoreline are notably redder than is ordinarily found elsewhere. Second, some believe it is called the Red Sea because of the reeds and rushes that grow abundantly along its shores, which are of a reddish color and may cast that hue onto the water by reflection. But this question need not trouble anyone. The Holy Spirit simply uses the name that was commonly given to it by the people of that region. That is enough on their act of passing through the Red Sea by faith. Now we come to the two circumstances by which it is commended.

    The first circumstance is the manner in which they passed through the Red Sea: 'they went through as on dry land.' This was not accomplished by any bridge or ship, nor by ordinary human means such as swimming, sailing, or wading. Their passage was miraculous — the waters stood like walls on both sides of them. The channel of the sea became 'a pavement of dry land' (Exodus 14:22), which powerfully shows the extraordinary nature of this act and confirms it as a wonderful work of God. This also refutes certain critics of Scripture who have attacked all the miracles recorded in it. They regard Moses as nothing more than a skilled magician and his miracles as tricks. As for this particular miracle, they dismiss it entirely — saying that as a learned and wise man, Moses knew the tidal patterns and the shallow fords of the sea. He simply timed his crossing and found a place so shallow that when the tide went out, the sand was bare and dry (much like English tidal flats), and then led Israel across. And as for Pharaoh and his army drowning — they say it was simply because they went in at high tide. Answer: The claim that this crossing was no miracle is overturned by this very circumstance — the manner of their passage. The seabed was like a paved road, completely dry, with no water on it at all. In most tidal areas, when the water recedes, the ground left behind is never truly dry — it remains saturated and full of wet, muddy patches.

    Furthermore, the waters did not recede as in an ordinary tide. They stood as walls on both sides of Israel, 'on their right hand and on their left.' Both of these details make it unmistakably plain that there was no natural advantage taken by timing the tides — as godless skeptics cavil, mocking God's works to their own destruction. It was a mighty and miraculous act of God: He made the waters stand like two walls and at the same time made the ground beneath them firm and dry — contrary to the natural behavior of both.

    The second circumstance concerns the time when they crossed: at the very moment when the Egyptians, attempting to do the same, were drowned. Mark the words carefully, for the thing is remarkable. The Egyptians came in full military force after the Israelites, with a massive army. The Israelites entered the sea. The Egyptians, seeing them, did not stand still on the bank — they followed after them, not by ship but by the same path Israel had taken. And they did this without any word or command from God. So great was their hatred of Israel. Yet one would think they would never have dared follow them into the sea — especially in the manner they did.

    From Pharaoh's act and the act of his men, we learn that when God abandons a person and leaves him to himself, that person does nothing but rush headlong toward his own destruction. God, as Moses records, 'raised up Pharaoh to demonstrate His power upon him.' Now it pleased God to leave him to himself — and he pursued the Israelites to his own ruin. This is the condition of all who are forsaken by God. This truth should teach us to include a particular request in our prayers: we must always pray that God would never completely forsake us or cast us off. This condition is more terrible than any other state a creature could be in. When God forsakes a person, everything that person does only hastens his own destruction. David understood this well. He therefore prayed: 'Unite my heart to fear Your name' (Psalm 86:11). And in another place he prayed that the Lord would not forsake him 'too long' (Psalm 119:8) — as if to say: if it pleases You to test me by leaving me to myself for a time, yet O Lord, let it be only a season — do not forsake me too long. This is the heart of the sixth petition of the Lord's Prayer: 'Lead us not into temptation.' Here we are taught to pray that God would not forsake us or leave us to ourselves or to Satan's power, but would be with us and display His strength in our weakness continually. This petition should compel us, because the thought that those forsaken by God do nothing but work their own ruin is itself a cause of great inner distress. Some people — after seeing others who have hanged or drowned themselves — get the thought into their minds that God will likewise abandon them as He did those they witnessed, and that they will do the same. Great anguish and torment of soul follows. What should a person do in such a case? The best course is to pray earnestly to God that He would always be with them and never completely forsake them. And this must also be remembered: God will never forsake any of His servants until they first forsake Him. Therefore, those who can say truly and sincerely that they desire to serve God, to belong to Him as His servants, and who seek this assurance through prayer — they may stand firm on this foundation: God will never forsake them until they first forsake Him. This is what the prophet Azariah said remarkably to King Asa: 'The Lord is with you when you are with Him. And if you seek Him, He will let you find Him; but if you forsake Him, He will forsake you' (2 Chronicles 15:2). And James says: 'Draw near to God and He will draw near to you' (James 4:8). It has never been heard that God forsook anyone who was truly seeking Him. If the reasons why people take their own lives were fully known, it would turn out generally to be this: because they had first forsaken God through some terrible sin, and He in His justice then forsook them. Therefore those troubled by this temptation must pray to hold fast to God through faith and holiness — and if they do, He will never forsake them.

    Second, in this circumstance — that the Egyptians who followed the Israelites were drowned — we see a striking picture of the condition of all persecutors of God's church. In Pharaoh and his army we can see the typical end of persecutors: destruction. That is their reward for persecuting God's church. Cain killed Abel, that notable servant of God — and his reward was to be 'cast out' from God's presence (Genesis 4:11, 13) and struck in God's just judgment with a final despair. Saul persecuted David — and his end was to fall on his own sword (1 Samuel 31:4). Jezebel persecuted the prophets and God's people — and her end was that 'the dogs ate her flesh.' The whole Herod family were great enemies of Christ — yet their line was quickly extinguished. Herod Agrippa, who killed James and persecuted Peter, was eaten by worms. Many great emperors in the early church were persecutors — and they all died miserably. Julian, who had once been a Christian, died blaspheming Christ. Throwing his blood up toward heaven, he cried out: 'You have conquered, O Galilean, you have conquered.' For those nearer our own times, what rewards God has given to persecutors of the church has been recorded in the Book of Acts and Monuments, written for that very purpose. And in our own day, the whole league of those in France, Italy, Spain, and elsewhere — like 'the tents of Edom and the Ishmaelites, Moab and the Hagrites' of Psalm 83:5-6 — have vowed to destroy and persecute God's church. And yet God's church stands. He so directs events that they draw swords against each other and kill and poison one another. In this, God graciously fulfills His promise to His church — that 'no weapon formed against her will prosper.' Zechariah 12:3 contains a prophecy about the church in the New Testament age. The Lord says He will make Jerusalem — that is, His church — 'a heavy stone for all the peoples; all who lift it will be severely injured, though all the nations of the earth are gathered against it.' The prophet makes plain what awaits those who persecute God's church: the more they persecute her, the more God's hand will be against them to crush them. In Daniel 2:34, a stone is described 'cut out without hands, which struck the statue on its feet of iron and clay and crushed them.' That stone represents the kingdom of Christ, which will shatter the kingdoms of the earth that set themselves against Christ and His kingdom. For Christ must reign until He has put all His enemies under His feet. Destruction is the final end of all enemies of God's church. 'The hand of the Lord will be made known to His servants, but He will be indignant toward His enemies' (Isaiah 66:14). That is enough on the second circumstance.

    In the whole account of the Israelites crossing the Red Sea on their way to Canaan, there is something of great significance being represented: baptism. Paul says, 'Our fathers were all baptized into Moses in the sea' (1 Corinthians 10:2). Yet we must keep in mind that this was not ordinary baptism but an extraordinary one — never administered in this way before and, as far as we know, never to be repeated. The minister of this baptism was Moses — an extraordinary minister for an extraordinary baptism. The outward sign was the Red Sea — or rather, the waters of the Red Sea. The departure of the children of Israel from Egypt through the Red Sea signifies the departure of God's children from the kingdom of darkness and from the power of sin and Satan. The drowning of Pharaoh and all his army in the Red Sea signifies the defeat of all spiritual enemies and the pardon and death of sin — which involves both the abolishing of sin and newness of life. The prophet Micah alludes to this when he says, 'He will tread our iniquities under foot. Yes, You will cast all their sins into the depths of the sea' (Micah 7:19). He is saying, in effect: just as God destroyed Pharaoh and all his army at the bottom of the sea, so He casts away and removes the sins of His people.

    From this we learn two points. First, the baptism of infants has warrant in God's word, despite what some may argue to the contrary. Here we see that all the Israelites were baptized in the sea — and among them were certainly many children. If someone objects that this baptism was extraordinary and therefore cannot ground our practice — The answer is this: true, it was extraordinary in its manner. But the substance, the thing signified, and the purpose are the same as ordinary baptism. Therefore the baptizing of infants in the Red Sea provides some warrant for the baptism of infants in the church today.

    Second, here is another lesson. Just as the Israelites passed through the Red Sea — as through a grave — to the promised land of Canaan, so we must understand that the way to the spiritual Canaan, the kingdom of heaven, is through dying to sin. This is a point every one of us must take seriously. We profess to be Christians. We hear God's word and receive the sacraments, which are the outward marks of Christians. We expect everlasting life after death. Well, if we want that to be our destination, we must take the Lord's plain path in this life: dying to all our sins. It is written that 'those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.' This duty is required of every Christian. He must put to death the desires and passions of the flesh and not go on living in sin. A person cannot walk in sin — running the broad road to hell — and still expect the kingdom of heaven. These two cannot coexist. Therefore, if we want to live in a manner worthy of the Christian calling, we must take care that all our sins — whether of heart or conduct, small or great, new or old — are mortified and put away. Many people will become outwardly respectable and appear religious for a time — especially when they are about to receive the Lord's Supper. But once the sacrament is past, they return to their old sinful habits. This shows that their change was only an outward show, meant to satisfy the eyes of others. And do we not each Lord's Day profess ourselves good Christians, appearing to take pride in it by observing the day with such solemnity? But no sooner does that day pass than many — including some even this very day — run back into every kind of excess. This is not Christianity. This is not the way to heaven. If we ever intend to reach Canaan, we must kill and bury our sins — we must die to them. Otherwise we will never reach the end of the Christian life: eternal life. That is enough on this circumstance, and on this example as a whole.


  Joshua's Faith

  • • •

    Verse 30. By faith the walls of Jericho fell down after they had been marched around for seven days.

    From the beginning of this chapter through verse 29, we have heard two categories of examples of faith. The first was of believers who lived from the beginning of the world to the flood. The second was of those who lived from the flood to the giving of the law at Mount Sinai. Both of these we have now covered. From verse 30 onward to the end of this chapter, a third category of examples is presented -- those who lived from the time the law was given to the era of the Maccabees.

    This thirtieth verse contains the first example in this third category: the faith of Joshua and those who entered Canaan with him. Their faith is commended through a remarkable act -- the causing of the walls of Jericho to fall. The full account can be read in Joshua 6. The essence of the story is this: when the Israelites arrived at Canaan, they could not enter the land because the fortified city of Jericho blocked their path, and they could not take it because of its massive walls. The Lord promised to deliver Jericho into their hands. All the people had to do was march around the walls for seven days, carrying the ark of the Lord with them, sounding rams' horns, and then shout -- and the walls would collapse. After the Lord made this promise, the Israelites -- and especially Joshua -- obeyed His command and believed His promise. And so by faith the walls of Jericho fell down after they had been marched around for seven days. God's power was the primary cause of the walls' destruction. But because God displayed that power in response to their believing, the downfall of the walls is attributed to their faith.

    There are many important lessons to draw from this. First, the text says, 'By faith the walls of Jericho fell down.' Here we can observe the remarkable power of true faith. Joshua and the Israelites believed God's promise that He would bring down the walls of Jericho -- and it happened exactly as they believed. Our Savior Christ says the same thing: If you have faith the size of a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, 'Move from here to there,' and it will move; and nothing will be impossible for you (Matthew 17:20). This means that through the power of true faith, things that are impossible according to human reason will actually happen -- if God has promised them. We see it here: the mighty walls of Jericho fall through faith, something completely impossible by any human calculation. The Lord promised Abraham that he would be the father of many nations -- and that all the nations of the earth would be blessed through him. This seemed incredible. But Abraham believed it, and it came to pass just as he believed. Many nations descended from him. And after Christ's ascension, when all the nations of the world were called to the light of the gospel, they were blessed in Christ, the promised Seed of Abraham. That is why he is called the father of all who believe, across all nations. To bring this closer to home: it may seem an impossible thing to sinful people that the power of the devil and the strength of the flesh could be overcome in us. Yet let a person believe God's promise -- 'For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life' (John 3:16). Let him believe this with living, effective faith, and he will find through faith that the kingdom of sin and Satan in his heart and conscience is weakened more and more every day. This is why John says with good reason: This is the victory that has overcome the world -- our faith (1 John 5:4).

    Second, observe here that among the causes of the overthrow of towns, cities, and kingdoms, this is one: faith in God's promises. Many writers have analyzed the fall of kingdoms and offered various explanations, but most of them miss the most important one -- faith. Through faith, kingdoms and cities are often brought to ruin and destruction. God promised Abraham and his descendants that He would give them the land of Canaan as their inheritance. They believed this promise, and here we see it fulfilled. Jericho is overthrown by faith, along with the rest of Canaan's cities, and the people of Canaan are dispossessed. So we see that faith in God's promises is the means by which God's people overturn cities and kingdoms that are enemies of Christ and His gospel. God has made a promise to His church that the whore of Babylon (Revelation 18:2), that is, the kingdom of Antichrist, will flourish for a time but afterward will be destroyed. Such a ruin will come upon it that the kings of the earth, and all the great men and merchants, will weep over its destruction. This promise, received by faith and believed by God's church, will without question come to pass. It has already been partially fulfilled. We can see that some kingdoms and peoples have renounced the cursed doctrine and tyranny of Rome, and many Christian rulers have already thrown off the Pope's yoke. And this promise will continue to be fulfilled day by day. Let all the rulers of that sort do what they can, and let the people set themselves as fiercely as they will against God's church -- Babylon will fall. God has promised it to His church, and His church believes it. Therefore by their faith it will come to pass, in spite of the devil.

    Third, we learn here that when any city, town, or kingdom is at war — whether in defense or in a lawful offensive — true faith is an essential means of success. Sound strategy is valuable in such situations. But strategy without faith is nothing. Faith in God's promises of protection and assistance far surpasses all worldly wisdom. King Jehoshaphat understood this well. When he was about to face the vast armies of the Moabites and Ammonites, he gave this counsel to his people: 'Put your trust in the Lord your God and you will be established. Trust His prophets and succeed' (2 Chronicles 20:20). He was giving a most profound lesson: the best resource for defense is faith in God — resting on His word and promise to help. This does not set aside the use of practical means, but it is what gives those means their blessing and effectiveness. Faith, we know, is called 'a shield' among the spiritual armor of God, by which a person deflects Satan's blows. Though that is its primary function, it is also a remarkable shield against outward, visible enemies — and a powerful weapon for bringing them down. This is why David says he will not be afraid 'of ten thousands of people who have set themselves against me round about.' Therefore, those who want to defend themselves against their enemies — and even overcome them in lawful battle — must embrace and live by true religion. They must join faith in God's promises to sound strategy. For through faith we make God our Commander, and through Him we will act valiantly and drive back our enemies on every side.

    Finally, from this we learn how foolish it is to trust in outward worldly means. The walls of Jericho were both strong and high — it would have been extremely difficult to overthrow them by any ordinary means. Yet trusting in those walls, as the people of Jericho did, proved to be worthless. The walls gave them very little protection or defense, for the Lord laid them flat on the ground and the Israelites marched straight in and took the city. In the same way, it is vain to trust in human strength, in cavalry, in the size of an army, in wealth, in gifts of wisdom and learning, or in any other outward means. The reason is simple: God can overturn all of it with the lightest breath of His mouth.

    This must warn us that however much we use ordinary means of protection and help, we must always cast our whole care on God and put all our confidence in Him for safety. Without Him, every outward means is a worthless prop — 'for the help of man is vain.' That is enough on the act itself.

    This act is further illuminated by two circumstances: the means they used and the time they observed for this event. As to the first: when they came to Jericho — this fortified city they had to subdue in order to enter and possess the land — they did not try to bring down the walls by mining, battering, or scaling them. Instead, following God's command, they marched single file around the city walls day after day for seven days. On the seventh day they circled it seven times. Throughout all this they maintained complete silence, except that seven priests blew on seven rams' horn trumpets before the ark, until Joshua ordered the shout. By ordinary reasoning, a person would think this looked more like a children's game than a means of demolishing great walls. Consider it more carefully, and it looks like a course more likely to get themselves destroyed than to bring down Jericho's walls. They were not marching in battle formation as though preparing to fight the men of Jericho or lay siege to their city. They were moving single file, strung out in a long line just to encircle it. If the men of Jericho had come out and attacked them, the Israelites would in all likelihood have been routed — so weak and exposed were their means. Yet the Lord prescribed this course for weighty reasons. First, to test His people's faith: would they trust His promises when required to use means that by all human judgment seemed weak and foolish?

    Second, to display His own all-sufficient power and wisdom through the weakness and inadequacy of the means — for the furtherance of His glory. As Paul says, 'power is perfected in weakness' (2 Corinthians 12:9). This is why our Savior Christ, when healing the man born blind, 'made clay of the spittle and applied the clay to his eyes' (John 9:6) — a means that by ordinary reasoning would seem more likely to blind a man than to restore his sight. Yet Christ used it to glorify God, demonstrating His divine power and making clear that He could do whatever He willed.

    The same method the Lord used to bring down the walls of Jericho, He also uses to overthrow the kingdom of the devil — the spiritual Jericho — especially in the New Testament. After Christ's ascension, when He intended to destroy the kingdom of darkness that held all the nations in its grip, He chose a few fishermen — ordinary, simple men lacking worldly sophistication and influence. He put no physical sword in their hands but the word of God in their mouths. With these He sent them out to drive the devil from the whole world and demolish the kingdom of darkness through their preaching. And in more recent times, when the Antichristian kingdom of the Pope had spread itself through almost every corner of the world, God used the same weak means to overturn it. He set apart a simple monk and gave him gifts to preach the truth. Through that preaching, the kingdom of Antichrist received a greater wound than if ten princes had united against it. And it is a remarkable thing to see how God overturns every scheme devised against His church and how He defeats the power of sin through the apparently feeble means of the preached gospel and the prayers of the church — means that to the world seem more foolish and powerless than anything else.

    This is a point of great practical importance. We may well see kings and powerful people turn away from the gospel of Christ and embrace Rome. This ought to grieve us. But there is also genuine comfort to be found here — we must understand that Satan's kingdom is brought down not so much by the power of kings as by the breath of God's mouth, not so much by the physical sword as by 'the sword of the Spirit.' This is why it is said that 'the man of sin' — Antichrist himself — must be destroyed, not by the power of earthly princes. Let all the princes and powerful leaders in the world do their utmost to support him — his kingdom must come down in God's appointed time. 'The Lord will slay him with the breath of His mouth and bring him to nothing by the appearance of His coming' (2 Thessalonians 2:8). That is, by the preaching of the word in the mouths of His ministers — men who have no worldly power or influence at all.

    Notice further the means they used: 'They walked around the walls of Jericho for seven days together.' If anyone were to attempt such an approach in our day, it would likely cost them their lives. Artillery and field guns have now been invented that can kill from a great distance. If Jericho had possessed such weapons, the Israelites could not have marched around those walls safely for so many days. From this it seems virtually certain that guns were unknown in those days — even among the pagan nations — whereas now they are commonplace among those who call themselves Christian. From this we may gather that these later times are dangerous days. People now apply their minds to devising more deadly weapons against human life than the most barbaric pagans ever imagined. Beyond the invention of guns — which has eliminated the kinds of valor and skill that once distinguished ancient warfare — our age has surpassed all previous ones in devising strange poisons never known in earlier times. Poisons have now been created that do not kill immediately but take effect a week, a month, or even a quarter of a year later — as has been confessed by those who have devoted themselves to studying and practicing such destructive arts. And it is worth noting that the principal inventors and practitioners of such harmful inventions have been of the Roman religion.

    The second circumstance to observe is the timing of this event. It was not on any of the first six days but on the seventh — and specifically after they had circled the city seven times on that day. Then, when the priests blew the trumpets and all the people shouted as Joshua commanded, the walls of Jericho fell. That was the moment God had appointed for this act. Why God appointed seven days, and why they were to circle the city seven times on the seventh day, is not revealed to us in God's word. We should not pry curiously into this, nor draw from it — as some do — the conclusion that seven is a perfect number. But from the timing of when the walls actually fell, we can learn this: if we want God to fulfill His promises to us, we must wait for the time and season He has appointed. We must not assume He will fulfill them on our schedule. We must believe God's promise — and then wait for His good timing. Then it will come to pass. The Israelites marched around Jericho on the first day and the walls did not stir. They did the same for six days, and then six more times on the seventh day — and the walls still stood. The reason: God's appointed time had not yet come. But on the seventh day, when they had circled the walls the seventh time, the people gave the shout — and the walls fell. Because that was the specific moment God had determined to fulfill His promise.

    Furthermore, since they marched around the walls for seven days in a row, they necessarily walked around them on the Sabbath day, since that was one of the seven. A question arises here: this would have been physical labor on the Sabbath, contrary to God's command, which required such strict rest on that day that they were not even permitted to kindle a fire. How then could they lawfully march around the city on the Sabbath? Answer: All of God's commandments in the moral law must be understood with this exception: 'You shall do this — unless I the Lord command otherwise.' For God is an absolute Lord and therefore above the law. He may therefore lawfully command what the law would otherwise forbid. In the second commandment He says, 'You shall not make for yourself any carved image.' And yet by God's specific appointment, Moses erected a bronze serpent — which was a representation of Christ. By such a specific command, Abraham lawfully began to kill Isaac; the Israelites at their departure plundered the Egyptians; and here Joshua with the people marched around Jericho on the Sabbath day.


  Rahab's Faith

  • • •

    Verse 31. By faith, Rahab the harlot perished not, with them which obeyed not, when she had received the Spies peaceably.

    In this verse the Holy Spirit continues to declare the power of faith, and for this purpose commends to us the faith of Rahab. The words summarize and condense the account found in Joshua 2 and Joshua 6, and their meaning is straightforward.

    There are three things to consider here: First, the person who believed: Rahab. Second, the reward of her faith given by Joshua: she was not destroyed but was preserved when Jericho fell. Third, the evidence of her faith — as James calls it in James 2:25 — stated at the end of this verse: 'when she had received the spies peaceably.'

    Regarding the person: Rahab was a Canaanite woman living in Jericho, as Joshua 2 records. She was not an Israelite — she was a foreigner by birth and a stranger to God's church. How is it, then, that she is commended for her faith and placed in this list of renowned believers? Why were the other Canaanites not honored in the same way? The answer is this: we must understand that from the beginning of the world until Christ's ascension, the church of God was small. At times it was confined to just a few families — for example, from the flood to the giving of the law. Afterward it was limited to a small kingdom and people in the land of Canaan, where the Lord's people dwelt. During that entire period, all other nations and peoples of the world — apart from this small community — were not the people of God. They were strangers to the covenant of promise, and, as Paul says, 'without God in the world.' Yet even while God's church was, in a sense, confined to a corner, He was pleased from time to time to reach out His merciful hand to some from among the nations, calling them into His church and receiving them into His covenant. In the New Testament these are called proselytes. In Abraham's household, 'his slaves and servants were circumcised,' becoming members of the church of God. In Moses's day, Jethro — Moses's father-in-law, a priest of Midian — was graciously joined to God's church. So was Ruth the Moabite (Ruth 1:16), and Naaman the Syrian (2 Kings 5:17), and as some think Nebuchadnezzar (Daniel 4:3) — though that is less certain. And so was the Ethiopian official — 'the Candace, queen of the Ethiopians, a eunuch of great authority' (Acts 8:27). Just as God in mercy dealt with these, so He in the same mercy called Rahab the harlot above all the people of Jericho. They trusted in their strong walls and perished. But Rahab believed that the God of Israel was the true God, and so mercy was shown to her. After Christ's ascension, God dealt far more broadly with the world — He sent the light of His gospel to all nations. As Scripture says, 'Their voice has gone out into all the earth, and their words to the ends of the world' (Romans 10:18).

    Reflecting on this limited state of God's church for so long a period helps expose the error of those who hold that every person, without exception, is effectively called to grace and salvation. If that were true, then in former ages the Gentiles would have believed. But we see that before Christ's ascension, God's church consisted of only a small remnant among the Jewish people — and barely one in ten thousand believed among the Gentiles. If all people had been effectively called, all would have received the promise of the gospel. But many nations in former ages never even heard of Christ. Therefore there has never been in any age a general effective calling of all people.

    Objection: Paul says 'God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself' (2 Corinthians 5:19). Does this not mean He called all people effectively? Answer: We must understand the apostle according to his own meaning. In Romans 11:15, Paul explains what he means by 'the world' — he says that 'the rejection of them is the reconciliation of the world.' This cannot mean all people in every age of history, but refers to the final age of the world after Christ's ascension, when God offered everlasting life to all the world through Christ.

    Furthermore, Rahab is noted here by a striking description — she is called 'a harlot.' This had made her notorious among the people of Jericho. Some Jewish writers hostile to the New Testament claim that the author of this letter and James wronged Rahab by calling her a harlot. They argue that in Joshua she is called only an innkeeper or hostess.

    Answer: The word used in Joshua can mean both an innkeeper and a harlot. Taken in its primary sense, as it is most commonly used in the Old Testament, the word refers to a harlot. Therefore in the New Testament, no wrong is done to Rahab by this title. This is in fact what Joshua intended — to show what kind of person she had been. He tells the spies to go to 'that harlot's house' (Joshua 6:22), using language that implies she had been known and notorious in this way. Yet we must not think she was still living as a harlot after she received faith. That was her life before her calling, for 'faith purifies the heart' and will not allow any sin to reign within it. She is called a harlot with reference to her past life — for which she had been infamous in Jericho before her calling to faith.

    Question: How could she believe, given that she had been a harlot? Is it not written that 'neither fornicators nor adulterers will inherit the kingdom of God' (1 Corinthians 6:9)? Answer: That is true according to the law. But the gospel adds this qualification: unless they repent. And all legal warnings in God's word are to be understood with this qualification.

    In this detail about the person — and the gravity of her sin — we see the boundless mercy of God toward sinners. He was pleased to call notorious, serious sinners to salvation. As Isaiah says, 'He is generous to forgive' (Isaiah 55:7), and 'with the Lord there is abundant redemption' (Psalm 130:7). This is evident in His showing mercy to Rahab, a well-known harlot. And as He dealt with Rahab, He has shown the same mercy to other notorious sinners. King Manasseh had devoted himself to idolatry and witchcraft, shed much innocent blood, and led Judah into sin (2 Kings 21:6, 16). For this he was taken captive. Yet 'when he humbled himself and prayed, God was moved by his entreaty' (2 Chronicles 33:13). And Paul says of himself: 'Even though I was formerly a blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent aggressor, I was shown mercy, since I was the foremost of all sinners — so that in me as the foremost, Jesus Christ might demonstrate His perfect patience as an example for those who would believe in Him for eternal life' (1 Timothy 1:13, 16).

    Reflecting on God's extraordinary mercy toward sinners is of great practical value. First, it arms a struggling soul against despair — the very despair into which the devil tries to drive a person when he looks at the multitude and seriousness of his sins. Many reason this way: my sins are so terrible, so numerous, so vile, that I dare not come to God and cannot believe they could ever be pardoned. But here we see the boundless mercy of God in forgiving sins to those who repent — however scarlet, however many. This must comfort the wounded soul and encourage every deeply troubled heart to repent and plead with the Lord for mercy and pardon.

    Second, it must move every one of us to begin repenting now, if we have not yet done so — and if we have begun, to do so more earnestly. For God is most merciful, and 'with Him there is abundant redemption.' Yet we must be careful not to take this as occasion to go on living in sin because God is merciful. That would be 'turning the grace of God into licentiousness,' which Jude marks as a sign of the ungodly — those who, as the apostle says, 'are appointed for condemnation.' This is to 'despise the riches of His kindness and tolerance and patience,' which should lead a person to repentance — and by doing so such people 'are storing up wrath for themselves in the day of wrath' (Romans 2:4-5). Let us therefore remember Paul's own question: 'Shall we sin so that grace may increase? May it never be!' All of us must take heed of this — but especially young people. If we reassure ourselves that we will have peace even while living in sin, God will not be merciful to us; His wrath will burn against us.

    Notice also that however great a sinner Rahab was — however notorious as a harlot — when she repented, God honored her with the title of believer. And not just any believer, but one counted among the most celebrated believers who ever lived before Christ — one of that cloud of witnesses in whom faith is held up to the church forever. This is also why Matthew includes her in the genealogy of Christ as one of His ancestors — while people like Amaziah and Ahaz, who as far as we know never repented, are not named even once. Here we see God's remarkable mercy in honoring sinners who do repent. This should move us — not merely to learn the doctrine of repentance and speak of it, but to let it take root in our hearts so that its power is shown in our lives. All of us desire honor and reputation among people. Well — if we truly want to be honored, we must repent, and then God Himself will honor us. Our sins may have made us as infamous as they will, but our repentance will make us more honorable than our sins ever made us disgraced.

    A further question about this person: how could Rahab come to faith, since she lived outside the church and the word had never been preached to her?

    Answer: Reading the account, we find that she came to faith through a report of God's marvelous acts. When the Lord delivered the Israelites from Egypt through the Red Sea — drowning Pharaoh and his entire army — and then as they continued, delivered the kings of the nations into their hands — such as Og the king of Bashan, and the kings of the Amorites and Amalekites —

    — the report of these things reached the people of Jericho, and they were struck with great fear. The men of Jericho made no other use of it than to arm and prepare themselves to resist and hold back the Israelites. But the same report worked deeper in Rahab. She went to the spies she had received and hidden on the roof of her house, and there she confessed that the God of Israel is the true God — in heaven above and on earth below.

    Here we may observe that when ordinary means of beginning and strengthening faith — the preached word and the sacraments — are unavailable, God can work faith in extraordinary ways, even through reports and hearsay. This is how Rahab and many from among the nations came to believe. We say of the Church of Rome that it is not a true church and that its religion cannot save a person. At this, many who lean toward Rome reply: 'Will you then condemn all your ancestors who lived and died under popery?' Our answer is no. We do not dare pass such a judgment on them — we think charitably about them. We have good hope that many of them were saved. For though they lacked preaching and the reading of Scripture, God could have worked faith in them in extraordinary ways, blessing even sound reports and conversations, and the reading of godly books — besides God's own word — that some of them possessed. We need not pass so harsh a judgment on them. God is not limited to ordinary means — He can save extraordinarily when those means are absent.

    Regarding Rahab's faith, one might ask: was it weak or strong? She had spent her entire life among pagans before this act of faith. Answer: We must understand that in the heart of any of God's children there is a certain seed, beginning, or preparation for true and living faith. Our Savior Christ in the Scriptures honors this beginning with the title of true and living faith — for example, when a person knows no more than this: that Christ Jesus is the true Messiah. If he also has a genuine desire to grow in the true knowledge of the gospel and to join that knowledge with obedience in his life, this is counted as living faith. There are many examples of this in God's word. A certain official came to Christ and begged Him to come and heal his son (John 4:49-50). Jesus simply said, 'Go; your son will live.' The official believed the word that Jesus spoke and went his way — and his son lived. When he inquired about the hour and found it was the very time Jesus had said 'your son will live,' the text says 'he and his whole household believed.' What was this man's faith? Simply this: he acknowledged that Christ was the true Messiah, and he placed himself and his family under Christ's instruction to be taught further. Though they knew nothing specific about how Christ would be a Savior, the Holy Spirit says 'they believed' — simply for this readiness to receive Christ and willingness to be taught. In the same chapter (John 4:29), the woman of Samaria — convicted in her conscience by what Christ revealed to her — ran into the town and said, 'Come see a man who told me everything I ever did. Could this be the Christ?' The text then says 'many of the Samaritans believed because of the word of the woman.' What faith did these Samaritans have? Simply this: they acknowledged Him to be the true Messiah and were willing to receive further instruction in His teaching — which they demonstrated by going out themselves to hear Him. Similarly, Christ gave a remarkable commendation to the disciples' faith (Matthew 16:17-18) — specifically through Peter's confession — saying: 'You are Peter, and on this rock I will build My church.' And yet the disciples were ignorant of some central points of the gospel. Shortly afterward, when Christ told them about His journey to Jerusalem and His suffering for their redemption and that of all the elect, Peter tried to dissuade Him: 'God forbid it, Lord! This shall never happen to You.' This shows that Peter did not understand how Christ would be a Savior. Nor did the disciples fully grasp Christ's resurrection until after He rose. Even at the very moment of His ascension they still did not understand the nature of Christ's kingdom — they asked, 'Lord, is it at this time You are restoring the kingdom to Israel?' (Acts 1:6), still expecting an earthly kingdom. Christ rebuked them for this. And yet with all these deficiencies, Christ said they had true faith — faith so solid that 'the gates of Hades will not overpower it.' This is a most comforting truth: if a person — lacking the means for further knowledge — holds Christ Jesus to be the true Messiah, yields himself willing to learn the gospel, and joins obedience to his knowledge, the Lord is pleased for a time to accept this as genuine faith.

    Applying this to Rahab's faith: hers was a weak faith — or rather, the seed and beginning of a living faith that would grow afterward. As we can read, all she knew was this: that the God of Israel was the only true God, and that He would certainly deliver the land of Canaan into the Israelites' hands. This was a remarkable conviction, brought about by a report. And she acted on it — she joined herself to God's people and surrendered herself to obey the God of Israel. Whether she knew the specific doctrine of salvation through Christ is not stated here — and it is very likely that at this point she was entirely ignorant of it, since everything that speaks to her credit is already recorded. So her faith was very weak — only the seed of a living faith. And yet the Holy Spirit commends her for it among the most celebrated believers who ever lived.

    From this we can draw several lessons. First, God sets great value on even a little grace. If He sees in a person only the seeds of grace, He esteems it highly. When the young man came to Christ and asked what he should do to be saved, Christ told him to keep the commandments. The young man answered that he had kept them from his youth. At that answer, the text says 'Jesus looked at him and felt a love for him.' This was because of the appearance of grace in his answer. How much more will God value what is truly grace. Similarly, when Christ was discussing the greatest commandment with a scribe and saw that he had answered wisely, He said to him, 'You are not far from the kingdom of God' (Mark 12:34) — showing how deeply He cares for even the sparks and seeds of true grace. Indeed, He values even the appearance of grace. If God thinks so much of the smallest show of grace, then if He has given any of us even one spark of true grace — how carefully should we guard it, cherish it, and thank God for it with all our hearts. And we must seek to increase it. For our acceptance and standing with God in Christ corresponds to the grace we have received.

    Second, since Rahab's weak faith is thus commended, here is comfort for all who are willing to learn God's word and obey it. Many are genuinely willing to learn — but they are so troubled by slowness of mind and poor memory that they feel they cannot learn, and from this they begin to seriously doubt their standing with God. But such people should take comfort. Though they have only a little knowledge, if they have a sincere desire to grow in it and make it their aim to obey as much as they know, God will count them as true believers. And in truth, such people are more commendable than those who have much knowledge — who seem to have great faith — yet show no obedience proportionate to what they know. These have the outward form of godliness but lack its power.

    Third, this refutes those ignorant people who boast that they already know everything a person needs to know — that one must love God above all, and that Christ Jesus is the Savior of the world. This is enough, they say, and they settle for this and seek to go no further in matters of religion. But these people in fact know nothing. If they would take what little they know and add to it a desire to grow in knowledge — and join obedience to that knowledge — it would be something. But when they have no desire either to gain more knowledge or to show forth obedience to what they already know, they prove plainly that there is not a drop of saving knowledge or true faith in their hearts.

    Fourth, since God commends the seeds of true faith as genuine faith, this should encourage everyone to use every available means to come to true faith and repentance. Though you may have little knowledge as yet — and therefore little faith and repentance — if you add to this an earnest desire to grow in knowledge and take care to practice what you know, the Lord will increase both your knowledge and your small faith until you have sufficient. In the meantime He will accept you as a true believer. That is enough on the measure of Rahab's faith.

    The second point to consider is the reward Rahab received from Joshua and the Israelites for her faith: 'she perished not with them that obeyed not.' That is, she and her family were preserved alive when Joshua destroyed all the inhabitants of Jericho — young and old, men, women, and children.

    Some will ask: the Israelites were the people of God, a religious people — was it not cruel to destroy everyone? What had the young children done? Answer: By human reasoning it may seem so. But it could not truly be cruelty, because they were doing only what God commanded. God's ordinance was that the Canaanites should be rooted out and that the Israelites should show them no compassion (Deuteronomy 7:3). Beyond that, even by human reasoning the Israelites had grounds for this. God gave them this instruction: when they came to any city or people, they were first to offer peace. If the people answered peacefully, they were to be spared and become tributaries and servants (Deuteronomy 20:10). But if they would not make peace, then all the inhabitants of Canaan and the surrounding area were to be put to the sword — men, women, and children (verse 17). Without question this is how Joshua dealt with Jericho: he first offered peace on condition that they submit and become servants. But they trusted in their strong walls and refused to yield. For this reason he put them all to the sword — and it was therefore no cruelty, because it was God's command. God's will is the rule of justice.

    But was it not unfair — partial treatment — to spare Rahab and her family, who were inhabitants of Jericho just like the rest? Answer: There were two reasons why she should escape. First, she had joined herself to the people of Israel and consented to become part of their religion. The command to put all to death therefore did not apply to her. Second, Rahab had obtained from the spies — and bound them by oath — that when they came to destroy Jericho, they would spare her and her family. This too secured her escape.

    In Rahab's preservation, several lessons can be drawn. First, since she was saved because of the spies' oath, we see what serious care a person must have to fulfill whatever lawful things he has bound himself to by oath. Joshua, knowing about the spies' commitment to Rahab (as we can read), gave specific orders for her preservation. David therefore says that a man who takes an oath must keep it 'even to his own hurt' (Psalm 15:4). Every simple promise binds a person's conscience, if the promise is lawful. When an oath is added, there is a double bond. This is why the author of Hebrews says that God, 'to show more convincingly to the heirs of the promise the unchangeableness of His purpose, interposed with an oath, so that by two unchangeable things' — God's promise and His oath — 'we who have taken refuge would have strong encouragement.' An oath therefore binds a person doubly to the performance of his promise. That this obligation is binding even when an oath was obtained by deceit is shown in Joshua's treatment of the Gibeonites (Joshua 9:19). When they came to the Israelites craftily, presenting themselves as men from a distant country, they persuaded Israel to swear they would not harm them. When the Israelites later reached their cities and discovered the deception, they were angry — and might reasonably have argued that since the oath was obtained by fraud, they were not bound to keep it. But Joshua and the princes gave this answer to the people: they had 'sworn to them by the Lord, the God of Israel, and therefore we cannot touch them.' And when King Saul, in his zeal for Israel, broke this oath of Joshua and the princes by destroying the Gibeonites (2 Samuel 21), a plague came upon the land for three years and was not stopped until seven of Saul's sons were executed for Saul's deed. Breaking an oath is therefore an extremely serious matter, and anyone who has bound himself by one must take great care to keep it.

    Yet certain cases deserve consideration here. First: what if a person has sworn an oath to do something unlawful? Must he then keep it? Answer: If his conscience, informed by God's word, tells him the thing is not lawful, he must not keep it. An oath may not be a bond of wickedness — keeping such an oath would simply double the sin. David, in his anger, had sworn to kill Nabal and every man in his household for refusing to supply his servants (1 Samuel 25:22). This was a rash oath. When Abigail's wise counsel later intervened and he was prevented from carrying it out, he blessed God for it and broke his oath (verse 32).

    Question 2: What if a person takes an oath but afterward has doubts in his conscience about whether what he swore to do is lawful? What should be done in this case? Answer: As long as the doubt remains, he must delay fulfilling the oath. For anyone who acts while doubting condemns himself in what he does, because he does not act from faith; and whatever is not from faith is sin (Romans 14:23).

    Question 3: What if a person is forced by fear to take an oath -- must he keep it afterward? For example: a man is captured by thieves. Having no money on him, they threaten him with death unless he goes and brings them money, and they bind him to this by an oath. What should he do, given how much care must be taken in keeping an oath? Answer: As long as the thing he swore to do only involves his own personal loss, he should keep his oath. However, he should report his situation to the authorities, because the thieves' actions are against the common good. The authorities, upon hearing of it, are then obligated by justice to provide for his protection and the safety of his property.

    A second point to consider in Rahab's preservation is this: Rahab escaped a common disaster, but not without using practical means. She relied on the bare promise of the spies. But alongside her faith in the true God, she also took steps to ensure her safety. She bound the spies by an oath to save her life and spare her household. She also stayed inside her house and tied the scarlet cord in her window, according to their mutual agreement. So she used practical means for her physical safety, just as other children of God have done in similar situations. When King Hezekiah was sick, he was told by the prophet from God that he would live fifteen more years (2 Kings 20:6). Yet he did not neglect the means of his healing and survival -- he applied a fig poultice to his boil, and used food and clothing for his bodily life throughout all fifteen years. The apostle Paul, on his sea voyage to Rome, was assured by a vision that no one with him would die -- all would come safely to land. Yet when the sailors tried to abandon the ship, he told the centurion that unless those men stayed on the ship and used the ordinary means available, they could not be saved. What is true physically for saving the body is equally true spiritually for saving the soul. People must use the means God has provided to receive grace and come to salvation. But many people are great enemies to their own souls in this regard. They say, 'God is merciful, and Christ is a Savior, and I trust He will save me.' Yet they refuse to use the means by which salvation comes. If we want to be saved, then along with our inward faith we must faithfully practice the outward ordinary means that God uses to save souls: hearing God's word, calling on God in prayer, and receiving the sacraments -- so that our sinful lives may be reformed and our faith strengthened. We must remember this. Those who despise or neglect these means are despising the grace and mercy of God offered through them. This is why Paul says of the Jews who rejected the gospel that they judged themselves unworthy of eternal life (Acts 13:46). The text continues:

    'With those who disobeyed' -- that is, with the people of Jericho. Question: How did they disobey? Answer: When Joshua and the people came to them and offered them peace on the condition that they become their tributaries and servants, the inhabitants of Jericho refused to submit. They set themselves against the people of Israel and therefore against God, by rejecting the terms God offered them. For this reason they are called disobedient here.

    From this we learn that if God at any time sees fit to remove the earthly possessions and comforts we enjoy, we must accept His will and providence and seek to obey Him in it. The inhabitants of Jericho paid a heavy price for their disobedience in this regard. God placed the Israelites over them as rulers. Because they refused to submit and become their servants, they died for it. David's response in a similar situation was commendable. When he was driven from his own kingdom by his own son, he did not complain but said: If I find favor in the eyes of the Lord, He will bring me back. But if He says, 'I have no delight in you' -- here I am, let Him do to me as seems good to Him (2 Samuel 15:25-26). We see cities and towns plundered and conquered in other countries. What must the people do? Answer: They must submit to the Lord's will, knowing that He who allows it has the right to do whatever He chooses. And so if God should bring us into a similar situation -- allowing our enemies to have power over us and take away our homes -- we must submit to God's good purpose when there is no help through lawful means. We must not grumble or rebel, for that is simply to disobey as the people of Jericho did, and we will be destroyed as they were. And that concludes the second point.

    The third thing to consider in this example is the evidence of her faith: 'receiving the spies peaceably.' This was a notable work of faith, as James observes (James 2:25), and all the more commendable because she received them into her house and sheltered them — indeed, preserved them at risk to her own life, since she did so in defiance of the government under which she lived. But an objection may be raised against this: she lied in the process. When the king of Jericho's messengers came searching for the spies she had hidden on the roof of her house, she told them the men had gone another way. How can an act be called a good work when it was done with lying — especially lying to a superior who had every right to question her and to whom she was doubly bound to tell the truth? Answer: We must understand that the work itself was good — an act of mercy to preserve God's people — even though she failed in the manner of doing it. She received the spies in faith, even while she showed a lack of trust in resorting to a lie for their safety. Similarly, Rebecca's act in Genesis 27 — ensuring that her son Jacob received his father's blessing, as God had determined — was a worthy act, even though she failed in her manner of doing it.

    Question: But how can a work be good when it is faulty in how it was done? Answer: It can be — because Rebecca's person stood righteous before God in Christ. When the worker is acceptable to God, the work is also accounted good. Though the worker failed in the circumstances, the fault in the work was covered by Christ's obedience — and so the goodness of the act was approved and its deficiency was covered.

    This doctrine has two uses. First, it shows that even the works of God's children are partly good and partly flawed. Even their best works are imperfect. Second, this clarifies the meaning of James when he says that 'Rahab was justified by her works' (James 2:25). He means that by her works she demonstrated that she was just. That she was not justified by her works is clear from the fact that the work she did was faulty in its manner and therefore not perfectly good — it could not therefore satisfy the perfect justice of God.

    Some will further argue that hiding the spies and lying to the king's messengers was an act of treason against her own country — and therefore a serious fault, not a work of faith. Answer: Treachery is indeed one of the greatest wrongs one person can do to another, and deserves to be despised and rejected by all. But Rahab was not a traitor here. She had a clear conviction in her own conscience that the land of Canaan and the city of Jericho had been given by the Lord to the people of Israel — that they were the rightful owners and would possess it. So she hid the spies not in treachery but in faith.

    So we have seen her act. The duties we learn from it are these. First, it is said that Rahab — this harlot, whose trade was as an innkeeper and hostess — received the spies peaceably. From this, innkeepers are taught their duty. If they want to show themselves faithful, they should have special regard for those guests who are God's servants and fear Him. This was the work of Rahab's faith toward the spies of God's people. David identifies this as a mark of every godly person: 'a vile person is despised in his eyes, but he honors those who fear the Lord' (Psalm 15:4). Innkeepers who want to show themselves godly must do the same. And to encourage all in this, our Savior Christ makes this remarkable promise: 'He who receives a prophet in the name of a prophet shall receive a prophet's reward; and he who receives a righteous man in the name of a righteous man shall receive a righteous man's reward. And whoever gives one of these little ones even a cup of cold water in the name of a disciple — truly I say to you, he shall not lose his reward' (Matthew 10:41-42).

    Travelers are also taught here that in seeking a place to lodge, they should choose to stay with those who fear the Lord. God directed these spies to do exactly that. When Christ sent His disciples to preach, He told them (Matthew 10:11) that when they entered a city they should 'inquire who is worthy in it, and stay there until you leave.' Sadly, these duties are little practiced — especially the first. Innkeepers and those who host strangers usually show the most favor to those given to excess and drinking — those who spend the most on gambling, drinking, and immorality are their most welcome guests. They could learn better from Rahab, who did more than this — even though she had been a harlot.

    Third, innkeepers must learn from this example that when a person comes into their house — if he is not a criminal — they must give him protection. This is what Rahab did for the Israelite spies, even at risk to her own life. We see the same in Lot: when two angels appeared as men and came to his house, and the men of Sodom demanded that he hand them over, 'Lot pleaded with them to leave them alone' (Genesis 19:8). His reason was that 'they had come under the shelter of his roof.'

    From this we may also draw a broader lesson: a Christian in times of persecution and danger is not to expose or betray his fellow believers — but should rather risk his own life to hide them and secure their safety. Faithful Obadiah practiced this. When Jezebel was killing the Lord's prophets, he hid a hundred of them in caves by fifties. If this had been discovered, it would have cost him his life. The apostles and brethren in the early church did the same. When the Jews wanted to kill Paul in Damascus, 'the disciples took him by night and let him down through an opening in the wall, lowering him in a basket' to save his life (Acts 9:25). And throughout the history of the church under the gospel, when Christians were pressured by persecutors to expose their brothers and sisters, they chose to lay down their own lives rather than betray them into their enemies' hands. This is true love — exactly what the Holy Spirit commends: 'He laid down His life for us; and we ought to lay down our lives for the brethren' (1 John 3:16).

    Finally, in 'receiving the spies peaceably' we observe that peaceableness and kindness are a special fruit of faith. The Holy Spirit, listing the fruits of the Spirit, names peace and gentleness among them. This peace means being kind and peaceable toward everyone — but especially toward those who belong to the household of faith. Without question, this peaceableness is a fruit of faith — the very thing the prophet Isaiah foretold for the age of the gospel: 'The wolf will dwell with the lamb, and the leopard will lie down with the young goat' (Isaiah 11:6). This signifies that however savage people are by nature — like wolves — when they are converted to the kingdom of Christ they become gentle as lambs, kind and peaceable toward one another. This peaceableness is especially to be shown in the place and calling where a person lives. That is exactly where Rahab displayed hers, when the spies came to her. Where such peaceable conduct truly exists in outward action, there is faith in the heart. It is a good sign that a person is at peace with God when he lives at peace with people. Since this is so, we must learn not to give in to our headstrong passions, but rather to rein in the rage of malice and anger and strive to live peaceably with everyone — especially with those who are members of God's church. That is enough on this example.


  The Judges' Faith

  • • •

    Verse 32. And what shall I say more? For, the time would be too short for me to tell of Gideon, of Barak, and of Samson, and of Jephthah: Also of David, and Samuel, and of the Prophets. Which through faith subdued Kingdoms, wrought righteousness, etc.

    Up to this point, the author of this letter has presented examples of faith with some detail. But from this verse to the end of the chapter, he rapidly stacks together many examples of faith one upon another. He does this for two reasons. First, the number of true believers mentioned in Scripture is very large, and he could not work through them one by one in order. Second, if he had treated at length every example he introduces in this short letter, he would have appeared to limit the name and title of faith to a very small number. All those named and commended for their faith here are few compared to the full number who truly believed in the Old Testament. He therefore clusters the rest together to indicate that the number of believers was far greater than he could record. He does this through a rhetorical device called paralipsis — a figure of speech in which matters are briefly acknowledged and passed over by naming them only.

    'And what shall I say more?' It is as if he were saying: I have set forth several worthy examples of faith — and besides these, there are many more. But the length of an epistle does not allow me to treat them all at length.

    In this rapid survey of believers, we may observe a difference between the infinite understanding of God and the created understanding in the human mind. People understand the things God has revealed — but in a manner and order quite different from how God understands them. A person cannot hold in his mind all the things he knows simultaneously with one act of understanding. He must take time to think through them one by one, each distinctly. Just as he expresses them one at a time — as we see in this passage — so he conceives of them one at a time in his mind. But with God it is not so. God, in a single act of understanding and without any distinction of time, conceives of all things at once — past, present, and future. He could express them all at once if any created mind were capable of taking them all in.

    Second, when the Holy Spirit says 'the time would be too short,' He tells us that the number of believers is very great — so great that a long time would not be enough to recount them all or write about them. This points us toward a good answer to a question that troubles many ordinary people: how large is the number of those who will be saved? Is it greater than the number of those who will be condemned? Answer: We must consider the number of the elect in two ways — first, in comparison with those who will be condemned; and second, in themselves. Compared to the lost, the number of the elect is small. In most ages, God's church has been only a handful compared to the rest of the world. And within the church this is also true: 'Many are called, but few are chosen' — few in relation to those who are called. But consider the elect in themselves — as their own distinct number — and they are an enormous multitude. John speaks of the elect among the Gentiles alone as innumerable, apart from the chosen Jews. For all who truly believe will be saved. And believers are innumerable. This is what the author of this letter hints at with his phrase: 'And what shall I say more?'

    In presenting these examples, we should observe the order the Holy Spirit uses. In verse 32, He lists the names of the believing persons all together, one by one. In verses 33-35, He briefly sets down the fruits of their faith — ten remarkable actions that most worthily commend the faith of all of them. In working through them, we will follow the order the Holy Spirit uses: first, the persons; then, their actions.

    The first four are: Gideon, Barak, Samson, and Jephthah — all four of whom were judges in Israel. The fifth is David, who was both a prophet and a king. The sixth is Samuel, who was both a judge and a prophet. Finally, 'the prophets' generally — by whom we should understand especially these three: Elijah, Elisha, and Daniel.

    In speaking of these persons, we will first consider them generally and then individually. In general, notice first the order the Holy Spirit uses in naming them. Gideon came after Barak in time, yet he is named first here. Similarly, Samson came after Jephthah in time, yet is placed before him. The Holy Spirit would never do this without a specific reason. We must understand that Scripture uses two different principles of ordering when listing persons: the order of time — naming the one who came first in history first — and the order of dignity — naming the most excellent first, even if he came later in time. Scripture places the highest value on those who excelled in faith and its fruits. Here, by naming Gideon before Barak and Samson before Jephthah, the Holy Spirit is not following the order of time but the order of dignity — according to the excellence of their faith. Those who were most distinguished by this grace of faith and surpassed the others in its fruits are named first.

    From this we learn a significant lesson: the more people excel in faith and other graces of God, the more God will honor them. Whoever honors God most will be most honored by Him — and the more a person excels in grace, the more he honors God. This is why Gideon is placed before Barak and Samson before Jephthah — they were richer in the fruits of faith. This should move us not merely to seek faith but to strive every day for the growth of faith and obedience. For the more a person abounds in grace before God, the more God will honor him — both in this life and in heaven. That is enough on the order in which they are introduced.

    Second, let us consider what kind of people Gideon, Barak, and the others were. They were extraordinary men, raised up by God for the particular benefit of His church and the Israelite community — to help and defend them in times of crisis. Because their calling was extraordinary, God gave them extraordinary gifts of wisdom, strength, zeal, and authority. For these gifts they are celebrated here in this catalog of most worthy believers.

    From their example we observe this principle: those whom God raises up in an extraordinary way for some special purpose in His church, He also equips with extraordinary gifts to fulfill that calling. Along with those gifts, He gives them the spirit of grace and a true, living faith. This is clearly seen in Christ's apostles. They were called by Christ to preach the gospel to all the world and to plant His church everywhere. Though they were ordinary men beforehand, they were furnished with extraordinary gifts of wisdom, zeal, and knowledge — and with the excellent grace of saving faith, which sanctified all their other gifts. Judas, though numbered among them as a disciple, never actually carried out the apostolic office but 'turned aside from it to go to his own place' (Acts 1:25). In more recent times, when God restored His gospel to light out of the darkness of popery, He raised up extraordinary men and gave them wisdom, zeal, and sound judgment. These gifts He sealed in them through a living faith, which they demonstrated in piety and godliness of life. This is the pattern He normally follows with all those He raises up in an extraordinary way for the benefit of His church.

    We must observe this carefully, as it helps us distinguish between those God genuinely raises up for His church's good and all the arch-heretics and imposters who set themselves up without being sent by God. Many such people have excelled in worldly wisdom, cunning, zeal, and authority — and have thereby convinced many that they were called by God. But here is the test that exposes them: they lack the distinctive gift of true saving faith. Look at their lives, and they are ordinarily, in their irreligion, nothing less than arch-devils. Whatever authority, outward zeal, or wisdom they may have possessed, they lacked faith — the faith that would have purified their hearts. If they had had it, they would never have lived in the notorious sins for which they were eventually exposed. This is the test our Savior directs us to apply: 'You will know them by their fruits' (Matthew 7:16). Whatever knowledge, zeal, or authority such people may claim — if the fruits of faith do not appear in their lives through obedience, they are not called by God for the special good of His church.

    That is enough on these men in general. Now we come to consider them individually, as the text presents them.

    The first person commended to us is Gideon, whose story is told in detail in Judges 6. In his example, notice especially one point that shows us how God works to produce and strengthen genuine faith in the hearts of His children. Reading the account, we see that the Lord — appearing in the likeness of an angel — called Gideon once, twice, and even three times to be a judge for His people. But Gideon greatly doubted his calling and asked God for a sign. God gave it: the sacrifice he offered was consumed by fire from heaven. Yet Gideon still doubted, and was seized with greater fear than before — even fear of death itself. But when the angel confirmed him and set him to work, he tore down the altar of Baal and built one to the true God, offering sacrifice as God commanded — though still with some fear. When the Midianites and Amalekites came in arms against Israel, the Spirit of God stirred Gideon up to defend them. Yet he still doubted his calling and asked for another sign — which God gave. Then he asked for one more, which God also granted. After receiving these confirmations one after another, he at last knew his calling and went out in faith to defend Israel. He gained assurance of his calling through a series of specific signs and repeated confirmations of his faith. And though he greatly doubted at the beginning, after he came to believe, he trusted not only that he would be a judge and deliverer of God's people from their enemies — but more fundamentally that God was his God and would give him everlasting life.

    Here we have a remarkable example of how God works genuine and sound faith in the hearts of His children. They do not receive this grace all at once. God works it in them gradually, by degrees. When a person is first called by God, he is full of doubt and fear. Then God sends various helps to weaken that fear and doubt — and as they decrease, faith increases. No one believes soundly at first — only weakly. Just as a person grows in years, so he must grow in faith. Faith grows through ongoing use of the means God provides and through experience of His love and favor. The more faith increases, the more we use the means of growth — and the more we delight in them. At length, after long experience of God's mercy, there will be worked in our hearts that gift of true and living faith that proves able to prevail over all fear and doubt. That is enough on the person of Gideon.

    The second person commended to us is Barak, whose story we can read in Judges 4. His account is straightforward and detailed enough, so we will not dwell on it here.

    The third person is Samson, whose story we can also read in Judges 13-14 and following. Regarding Samson, a fair question arises: how can he be justly commended for his faith when it might appear that he killed himself? Answer: Samson did not kill himself. He had been extraordinarily called to be a judge over Israel — to defend them and deliver them from the Philistines. When the Philistine princes — enemies of God and His people — were gathered together, he brought the building down on their heads to kill them there, because being blind he could not pursue them in battle. Having them in his hands by God's providence, he destroyed them as his calling required — even though he lost his own life in the process.

    Furthermore, when Samson brought down the building, he was not deliberately and willfully seeking to kill himself. He was risking his own life to take just vengeance on his enemies — the enemies of God — and before doing so he prayed to God as God's servant. In this he did no more than any soldier in the field ought to do: one who, out of love for his country, is willing to risk his own life to destroy the enemy and defend his people — and who, if he dies in that defense, knows he dies in his lawful calling, as God's servant and champion. This is what Samson did. He may therefore rightly be commended for his faith. His act is not a disgrace but rather a remarkable commendation of his faith — evidence of great zeal for God's glory and extraordinary love for God's people.

    The fourth person commended here is Jephthah, whose story we can read in Judges 11. Jephthah was the son of Gilead, born of a harlot. Being born out of wedlock is marked in Scripture as a matter of reproach. The Lord forbade 'one of illegitimate birth to enter the assembly of the Lord' or hold any office for ten generations (Deuteronomy 23:2). By the judgment of God's Spirit, this kind of birth carried such disgrace upon the one it fell on. The sin of sexual immorality does not only harm those who commit it — it stains even the children born in that way, to the tenth generation. Yet however great the reproach Jephthah bore because of his birth, here he is commended to us for his faith — among the most worthy believers who ever lived. In fact, outside of Jephthah we will not find a comparable example in Scripture. In Jephthah we can see that however reproachful it may be to be born of fornication, this does not prevent such a person from coming to true faith, and through faith to God's favor and everlasting life. People born in such circumstances, confronted with the reproach Scripture attaches to that condition, might be tempted to conclude that God has rejected them entirely. But this example shows that it poses no barrier to entering God's favor — and by faith, to receiving from God an honor that far outweighs the disgrace their birth brought upon them.

    Furthermore, it is commonly said that those born out of wedlock tend toward wickedness. Jephthah's example shows the opposite — and so we must not condemn anyone as wicked or ungodly on this account alone. The Lord did mark this condition with reproach — but the purpose was to make people more diligent in avoiding the sin of sexual immorality.

    Also, since Jephthah is commended here for his faith, we can reasonably conclude that those who hold that Jephthah sacrificed and killed his own daughter are probably mistaken. Being commended here for his faith, he certainly had knowledge of God's will and word. We must therefore not suppose he thought God would ever accept a vow whose fulfillment would require him to commit willful and unnatural murder. His faith itself shows that his intention was never to kill the first person to come out of his house. Even by the light of natural reason he could have known that God would never accept such a thing — and therefore it is unlikely he ever intended his vow that way. Such faith and such a vow simply cannot coexist.

    But some will say the text is clear: Judges 11:31 says he vowed to offer as a burnt offering 'whatever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me when I return.' Answer: That is how some translations read. But they also render it: 'It shall be the Lord's, and I will offer it up as a burnt offering.' However, in the original the words can equally well be translated: 'It shall be the Lord's, or I will offer it up as a burnt offering.' This second translation fits the circumstances of the text better. Jephthah's meaning was that whatever met him first, he would dedicate to God — and if it were something that could be sacrificed, he intended to offer it to the Lord as a sacrifice.

    Question: But if he did not kill her, why did he mourn so deeply for her? Answer: Because by his vow he was required to dedicate her to God, and so she would live as a Nazirite for life. This would have been extremely painful for a man who had no child but her — since having no descendants was considered a great reproach and in some respects a curse in those days. I am not here passing judgment on whether Jephthah acted well or poorly in making her a Nazirite. But what cannot be accepted in any way is the idea that this believing and godly man deliberately and knowingly killed his own daughter. He could not have believed that God would be pleased with such a horrifying sacrifice. That is enough on these persons. I pass over the rest, since their stories are told plainly and at length in Scripture.


  The Faith of the Judges and David

  • • •

    Verses 33-35. Which through faith subdued Kingdoms, wrought righteousness, obtained the promises, stopped the mouths of Lions, Quenched the violence of fire, escaped the edge of the sword, of weak were made strong, waxed valiant in battle, turned to flight the Armies of the Aliens. The women received their dead raised to life.

    In these words the apostle presents ten distinct fruits of faith. The first nine are the specific acts of the people mentioned in the previous verse, and they are cited here as evidence commending their faith. The first is 'subduing kingdoms,' which chiefly commends the faith of the four judges named there and of David. As we can read in Judges and Samuel, all of these subdued kingdoms: the Canaanites (Judges 4), the Midianites (Judges 6), the Philistines (Judges 15-16; 2 Samuel 8:1), the Ammonites (Judges 11), the Moabites, and the Aramites (2 Samuel 8:2, 6). How did they overcome and subdue them? The text says 'by faith.' This does not mean that the mere act of believing overcame these kingdoms. What the Holy Spirit means is that they trusted God's promises to deliver those kingdoms into their hands — and in accordance with their faith, God fulfilled those promises. In this way they subdued kingdoms by faith.

    From this work of faith we may learn two things. First, it is lawful for Christians in the New Testament era to make war. Whatever can be done in faith is lawful for God's servants. War can be made in faith — for these servants of God subdued kingdoms in war, and did so by faith. Therefore it is lawful for Christians to make war on just grounds. The German Anabaptists say it is not lawful for a Christian under the gospel to carry a weapon or make war. But this one passage of Scripture alone — even if there were no others — is sufficient to prove the lawfulness of war under the gospel, as long as it is conducted according to God's will and word. When soldiers came to John the Baptist and asked what they should do, he did not tell them to leave their occupation. He told them: 'Do not take money from anyone by force, or accuse anyone falsely, and be content with your wages' (Luke 3:14). Our Savior Christ said of a centurion — captain of a company of soldiers — who came to have his servant healed, that He had not found such faith in all Israel. He was not a centurion only before he believed — he was still a centurion when Christ commended his faith. And Christ did not find fault with his calling. The same can be said of Cornelius in Acts 10. All of this makes plain that on just grounds, Christians may lawfully make war.

    Objection 1: In defense of their position, some cite Matthew 5:39, where Christ says 'Do not resist an evil person.' Therefore, they argue, a person may not carry a weapon or use a sword, since these would lead him to resist and break this command. Answer: That passage must be understood as referring to private revenge, and therefore it has no bearing on lawful war. Even if a private individual may not take revenge or make war, this does not prevent a magistrate who bears the sword from using it lawfully. Furthermore, it is simplistic to imagine that resistance consists only in carrying a weapon. The primary kind of resistance God is concerned with is in the heart and the will. A private person can resist — that is, break this commandment through unlawful resistance — even without carrying a weapon. And a public official does not break it even in making war.

    Objection 2: They also cite the prophecy of Isaiah, who — speaking of Christ's kingdom under the gospel — says that people will 'beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks.' Therefore, they argue, there must be no war under the gospel. Answer: That prophecy signifies that in Christ's kingdom, there will be great love, peace, and remarkable harmony among all of God's true servants. But here they press further and ask: if that is so, what need is there for war? Answer: We must understand that just as there are two kinds of kingdoms — a spiritual and a civil — so there are two kinds of peace: spiritual and civil. Spiritual peace is inward, within the church. Civil peace is outward, within society. Spiritual peace is begun and maintained by the spiritual means of grace in the church's ministry. But war is the ordinary means for establishing and maintaining civil peace.

    Second, from this we learn that God's people may make war not only in defense but also in offensive assault against their enemies — and this according to God's word. It is said here that Gideon, Samson, David, and the rest 'subdued kingdoms by faith' — making war against them in offensive assault, not only in defense. To be sure, great care should be taken to ensure that offensive war — attacking an enemy — is based on just and sound grounds. One specific ground is implied in this work of faith: the recovery of a rightful claim in matters of importance. The kingdoms of Canaan had been given to the Israelites by God Himself, and it was to recover them that the Israelites made offensive war. Similarly, when Lot was taken captive by Chedorlaomer and the allied kings, Abraham — Lot's kinsman — gathered his men, pursued the kings, overtook them, and defeated them to recover Lot and his possessions. There are other grounds on which offensive war may be justified, but since they are not raised here I will not elaborate on them.

    The second fruit of their faith is this: they wrought righteousness — that is, in the positions where God had placed them, they gave every person what was due to them. This working of righteousness has two parts: first, rewarding those who deserved it; and second, inflicting fitting punishment according to what people's actions deserved. All the men named above excelled in both, but especially two of them — David and Samuel. David's righteousness is remarkable. After he was anointed king in Saul's place, while Saul had been rejected by God, how did David treat Saul? Did he seek Saul's blood? Not at all. Even while Saul hunted him as a hunter pursues a partridge, David devoted himself to studying and practicing righteousness. When Saul fell into his hands — once in the cave (1 Samuel 24:5-6) and once asleep in the camp (1 Samuel 26:7-8) — David would not touch him, nor allow anyone else to harm him, because Saul was the Lord's anointed. David was so scrupulous in his righteousness toward Saul that his own heart condemned him for cutting off the corner of Saul's robe. David is therefore especially commended here for this fruit of faith: the working of righteousness.

    Applying this to our own times: if working righteousness is a fruit of faith, what can we say about the Church of Rome and its followers among us? They claim the ancient faith, and insist that no one is a better believer or a better Catholic than they — but how do they demonstrate this faith? Is it by practicing righteousness? Do they give everyone their due? Far from it. They devote themselves to working the ruin of kingdoms that do not share their religion. Their countless and wicked plots against Protestant states over the years make this plain. David never behaved this way — not even toward Saul, though Saul had been rejected by God and was unjustly seeking David's death. But Rome's partisans have repeatedly sought the death of rulers whom God has set over us. By this they make their condition known to the whole world: they have not even a spark of true faith. For true faith will cause a person to practice righteousness and live peaceably. We may therefore judge them and all who approve of such practices as having nothing more than the faith of devils — the kind of faith that believes God's word is true, but trembles at it. As their faith is devilish, so are its fruits: treachery and deceit, exactly what the devil most approves. We must learn from this that true faith is especially shown by these fruits: the pursuit and practice of innocence, and the maintaining of peace in Christian communities. True faith and treachery and contention cannot coexist any more than light and darkness can.

    Samuel also wrought righteousness, as shown by his declaration before all Israel when he handed over his governing office to Saul (1 Samuel 12:3): 'Here I am,' he said. 'Testify against me before the Lord and before His anointed. Whose ox have I taken? Whose donkey have I taken? Whom have I cheated? Whom have I oppressed? From whose hand have I taken a bribe to look the other way? Tell me, and I will make it right.'

    Samuel and David were renowned for this fruit of faith in working righteousness. The judges and prophets named earlier were likewise careful about this virtue in their own positions — practicing it partly by rewarding the good and partly by punishing the wicked.

    Some will object: working righteousness cannot be a fruit of faith, since even the pagans — who never heard of Christ — practiced justice by the light of nature and are highly praised for it by their own writers. If the pagans could do this without faith, it should not be held up as a fruit of faith. The answer is this: it is true that the pagans performed many acts of justice. But we must understand that not every just act is a fruit of faith — it must be done by a righteous person, in obedience to God, and for His glory. In all three of these, the pagans fell short. Even though the things they did were good in themselves, the pagans were corrupt trees remaining in the corrupt state of sinful nature — so their works were necessarily corrupt fruit. An evil tree cannot produce good fruit. The heart is the source of every action. Their hearts were corrupt, lacking the faith that purifies the heart, and therefore their works were necessarily sinful. Furthermore, they did not act in obedience to God. They were guided only by natural light and did not truly know God or His commands. And finally, they did not aim at the glory of God as the purpose of their actions, but rather at human praise, personal gain, or some similar end. These worthy persons, by contrast, not only did things that were just in themselves — they did them in faith, in obedience to God, and for His glory. In this way their works pleased God.

    Since these renowned rulers and judges have their faith commended to us through their practice of righteousness, we must follow their example within our own calling — doing justice and righteousness in the matters that concern us. Scripture gives us many reasons to do this. First, God caused the gospel to be published for this very purpose. Titus 2:12 says that the grace of God has appeared — but to what end? 'To teach us to deny ungodliness and to live soberly and righteously.' That is, so that we would practice justice. If we do not work righteousness, we make the gospel an empty word to us. Second, we all want to be considered just before God and other people — it would trouble us to be thought otherwise. But if we want to truly be just before both God and others, we must practice righteousness. As John says, 'The one who practices righteousness is righteous.' Third, every person who leads a household desires to bring a blessing on his family. But he cannot do this unless he works righteousness and does justice. As Solomon says, 'He who walks in his integrity is just, and blessed will be his children after him.' Finally, we all desire to escape hell. Then we must remember to practice righteousness — for the apostle says that no unrighteous person, meaning no one who persists in practicing unrighteousness, will enter the kingdom of heaven. So within the boundaries of our calling, we must all make it our aim to do justice.

    Some will ask: how do I actually practice justice and work righteousness? Here are several rules to follow. The first is both God's word and the law of nature: do to others as you would have them do to you. As our Savior Christ says, 'This is the Law and the Prophets.' God's word is the standard for all our actions, and it gives this direction: treat your neighbor the way you would reasonably and honestly want him to treat you, if your situations were reversed.

    The second rule is what Paul teaches us: 'Give to everyone what is owed to them — taxes to whom taxes are owed,' and so on. Whatever God's word, our conscience, and the sound laws of the land bind us to give to others, we must give.

    The third rule is this: every person, within the scope of his calling, must not only work for his own good but also for the common good of the church and community in which he lives. In their shortsighted thinking, some people have adopted the motto 'Every man for himself, and God for us all.' Many people live by this — they work diligently in their calling, but entirely for themselves. Yet a person who aims only at his own benefit deals unjustly toward the church and community he lives in, both of which deserve a share of his care alongside himself.

    The fourth rule is also taught by Paul: do not defraud or oppress anyone in any matter. This rule applies to how we conduct ourselves in everyday dealings. In all our trade and transactions, just as we seek to benefit ourselves, we must also seek to benefit those with whom we do business. This rule is especially needed, because the common practice in commerce is to use every possible means to gain an advantage over others — people get what they can, without caring how they get it. But in the fear of God, let us remember that practicing justice — which all of us are bound to — means this: we do not defraud or oppress anyone in anything. That is enough on this second fruit of their faith.

    The third fruit and effect of these men's faith is this: they obtained the promises. By 'promises' we should not understand the great promise concerning the coming of the Messiah — they did not obtain that yet, for as verse 39 shows, 'they did not receive the promise,' since Christ had not yet become flesh in their time. Rather, 'promises' here means certain specific and particular promises made to individual people and not given to all. The meaning is that they obtained the fulfillment and benefit of those particular promises God had made to them. This applies especially to Caleb and David. Caleb entered the land of Canaan and received his possession there according to God's promise to him in Joshua 14. David had a particular promise that he would be king over Israel. He waited for this a long time, but resting on that promise, he was not only anointed king but in due time actually became king over all Israel.

    The fact that these worthy men obtained the promises by faith helps us understand why, after so much preaching of the word and so many times receiving the sacraments, many people gain so little benefit — even though God has promised grace and salvation through these very means. We must learn from this that the preached word and the sacraments are not unprofitable because God has changed His mind. His promise to bless through these means stands unchanged. The cause is the deep unbelief in those who hear and receive. People profit nothing because they receive the word and sacraments without faith. Whatever people say about having faith, the way they live and their continued state in sin after years of hearing the word makes plain they have none at all. Consider a vessel that is sealed shut. Throw it into a river or the sea, and it takes in no water — there is no opening for the water to enter. In the same way, bring a person who lacks faith to the word and sacraments, where God has promised the fullness of His grace — and he receives none of it, because his heart is sealed shut by unbelief. Unbelief is what makes the heart like a sealed vessel with no entrance for God's grace. We must therefore labor in the fear of God to have our hearts cleansed from unbelief and lip-service faith, and to be given true saving faith — so that we may hear the word and receive the sacraments profitably, and thereby enjoy God's most excellent promises in Christ. People may lie and be deceived, but God is truth itself and cannot lie. He has made His promise of life to believers, and to none others — and He will surely fulfill it to them, and to none others. Therefore, if we love our souls and desire life, let us obtain the grace of faith in our hearts. That is enough on the third effect of their faith.

    The fourth and fifth effects, which I will treat together, are these: stopped the mouths of lions, and quenched the violence of fire. Regarding the fourth: the stopping of the lions' mouths refers to Daniel, as we can read in Daniel 6. Daniel was thrown into a den of starving lions through the malice of those who had stirred the king's wrath against him. But Daniel trusted in the Lord and placed all his confidence in God. For this reason, the Lord sent His angel to stop the mouths of the lions and, as it were, bind their paws so that they could not harm him.

    The fifth effect — quenching the violence of the fire — refers to Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, the companions of Daniel. As we can read in Daniel 3, these three refused to worship the golden image that Nebuchadnezzar had set up. For this they were thrown into a blazing furnace. But they trusted in God and held fast to Him in obedience, even at the risk of their lives. The Lord then by His almighty power preserved them in a most miraculous way, restraining the fury of the fire contrary to its own nature, so that it had no power over their bodies — it did not even singe the hair of their heads or cause their clothes to smell of smoke. They are therefore said to have quenched the violence of the fire, because though it burned with full intensity, it had no power over them — it was as if the fire had been completely extinguished.

    Put these two effects together, and they give us important instruction. First, we learn here how to conduct ourselves in times of danger and at the point of death. Just as these four men did, we must from the very depth of our hearts let go of ourselves and put all our trust in Christ. This is what Daniel did in the lions' den, and what the three young men did in the blazing furnace. This has always been the practice of God's children in every age. At the very point of death and in the most extreme danger, they rested entirely on the merciful promises of the true God. The time will come for all of us when we will be called to this very duty — for we must all pass through the door of death and one day lie in its grip. What will we do when we lie half-dead, gasping for breath, unable to speak to anyone or hear anyone speaking to us, when all earthly comfort has failed? At that very moment we must labor to leave ourselves and this world behind, and by faith yield ourselves into the hands of God, clinging from the depth of our hearts to Christ's atoning death. He will surely deliver us from the danger — stopping the mouth of Satan, that roaring lion, and quenching the fire of hell so that it cannot touch us.

    But some will say: if that is all that is required, then all is well — I can easily do that when the time comes, so I will not trouble myself about it until then. Beware of this kind of spiritual self-deception. It will prove extremely difficult for a person to cast himself wholly upon Christ in the hour and agony of death. For that is precisely when the devil is most active against us. The conscience will stir then as perhaps never before, and with the body in torment, the soul must bear an enormous weight. We can see this in what our Savior Christ endured in His agony and passion. We must not treat this duty as a light matter.

    But if it is so difficult, how were Daniel and the three young men able to do it? They were prepared. They had rested on God in times of peace, and that prepared them to rely on Him in times of danger. If we want to believe in God when we die and show forth faith at the end, we must trust in Him while we live and demonstrate that trust through obedience. It is rare to find a person who has lived in unbelief showing genuine faith at the end. Therefore, while we have health, strength, and peace, we must labor to believe — and then we will find the comfort of it in times of danger and in the hour of death.

    Second, from these two effects of faith we observe that God's divine providence firmly rules and governs the whole world. Ordinarily God governs the world through secondary causes — setting one creature over another, ordering each to do its particular work, and having them carry it out accordingly. But we must not think God is bound to these means. He is entirely free to use them or not. Ordinarily He executes judgment through this or that creature, and through such means He also conveys His blessings. But He can work without them, as we see here. He preserved His servants against ordinary means: Daniel from the lions, whose nature is to devour; and the three young men from the fire, which by its nature should have consumed them. So God works through means — but freely, since He can work at His pleasure either without them or against them. His powerful hand, working against the ordinary course of nature, demonstrates His ruling and governing providence over all things.

    Third, from these effects of their faith we learn that God's goodness and mercy toward believers is far greater and more wonderful than anything He ever promised or they could have expected. This is worth careful consideration, because it is of extraordinary value especially in times of danger and trouble. It is the plain truth of God — and Paul gives thanks and praise to God 'who is able to do for us far more abundantly beyond all that we ask or think.' Daniel trusted in the Lord when he was in the lions' den. What did he receive for it? The Lord had never promised to stop the lions' mouths, and Daniel never presumed on that kind of deliverance — yet the Lord saved him. Similarly, the three young men in the furnace made no claim on their lives, since God had not promised to keep them from burning — yet they came out unharmed. God in His mercy so cooled the fire for them that, though it killed the men who threw them in, it did not so much as singe their garments or the hair of their heads. This is how God's goodness works toward all His servants. David says that the Lord 'came to meet him with the blessings of good things' — that is, when David had never asked for such blessings, the Lord bestowed them on him generously. While David was following his father's sheep and going about his work, he never dreamed of a kingdom — yet from there the Lord took him to be king over His people Israel. The Israelites, after seventy years in captivity, had given up hope of returning home — yet they were delivered. Their deliverance was so astonishing and miraculous that they 'were like those who dream' (Psalm 126:1). When Peter was thrown into prison by Herod and committed to four squads of soldiers, the angel of the Lord came and woke him as he slept, led him past the guards, through the iron gate, and then left him. The deliverance was so unexpected that Peter did not know if it was real — he thought he was seeing a vision. This is the basis for God's gracious promise to His church: 'Before they call, I will answer; and while they are still speaking, I will hear' (Isaiah 65:24). So boundless is His mercy and so wonderful His goodness toward His servants, that those who cling to Him sincerely will find His generosity far exceeding everything they could ask or think.

    This should move each of us to cling sincerely to the true God with our whole hearts — in faith, reverence, and obedience. Imagine a servant choosing a master, and among a hundred hearing of one who, in addition to fair wages, gives his servants gifts they would never have thought to ask for. That servant would leave all the others to serve this one. The Lord our God is that generous master. He not only keeps His covenant with His servants by fully fulfilling His promises — He is abundantly gracious, blessing them beyond anything they could wish for themselves. Let us therefore abandon all our bad masters — the world, the flesh, and the devil in the service of sin — and commit ourselves wholeheartedly to serving this good God for the rest of our lives. No one in the world has greater cause for genuine joy than God's servants, for God shows them more kindness than they could ever ask or imagine. And take this as certain: everyone who gives himself to serve God faithfully with his whole heart will find before he dies that God is a most merciful God, and that His goodness toward His servants exceeds all they deserve.

    Second, this boundless mercy of God must move us all to repent of our sins and trust Him for their pardon, however many and serious they may be — for they can never reach the fullness of His mercies. Though our sins are as numerous as the grains of sand on the seashore, this should not discourage us from coming to Him. Knowing that His goodness is endless and His mercy extends over all His works, we must come to Him for the forgiveness of our sins. For God is faithful to fulfill His promise — and more than faithful. He does for us more than we could even think to ask. Many people abuse this mercy by presuming on it as a license to continue in sin. But such people deceive themselves, for 'the Lord will not be willing to forgive' them (Deuteronomy 29:20). It is the penitent person who will find mercy.

    The sixth effect of their faith is in these words: escaped the edge of the sword. The original literally says 'escaped the mouth of the sword,' which is the Hebrew idiom used in the Old Testament and followed here by the author of this letter — just as earlier he calls the word of God 'a two-mouthed sword' (Hebrews 4:12), meaning a two-edged sword. This effect refers to two worthy prophets — Elijah and Elisha. For Elijah, we can read that after he had killed Baal's priests (1 Kings 19:1), Queen Jezebel threatened to kill him. Hearing this, he fled into the wilderness, was led to Mount Horeb, and there escaped through his faith. For Elisha, we can read that when he revealed the king of Syria's plans to the king of Israel (2 Kings 6), he was surrounded at Dothan — the city where he was staying — by a large Syrian army. He prayed to the Lord, and the Lord struck the army with blindness. The prophet then led them safely to Samaria. The meaning of this effect, then, is that when these servants of God were in distress and in danger of death, they gave up reliance on themselves and their own resources, and by faith relied sincerely on God from the bottom of their hearts — and found deliverance from God in the face of death.

    First, we learn here that God provides for the safety and deliverance of His servants in the most extreme danger — even when both strength and numbers are against them. We have touched on this point in several examples already, so we simply note it here.

    Second, the fact that these men believed in the most extreme danger and thereby escaped the edge of the sword teaches us this: when we face the greatest peril and can see no way out, we must still put our trust in the true God, and He will save us. We must do this not only for the safety of our bodies but — more importantly — for the salvation of our souls. Consider a person in despair over his salvation, who sees what feels like legions of demons closing in around him to take him away. What should he do? He should do exactly what Elijah and Elisha did. He must not lie still in despair and surrender to it. At that very moment, when these terrors are pressing down on him, he must by faith lift his heart to God and place all his trust and confidence in Him through Christ. If he can do this, he may be sure he will escape those terrible terrors of conscience and the threat of hell just as certainly as Elijah and Elisha escaped the sword. For when a person puts his whole trust in God, whatever his troubles are, God will deliver him. 'Many are the afflictions of the righteous, but the Lord delivers him out of them all' (Psalm 34:19). We must not limit God by demanding a specific time or manner of deliverance — we must wait on God by faith, counting His grace sufficient until the deliverance comes. That is enough on the sixth effect.

    The seventh effect of their faith is this: of weak were made strong — or, out of weakness were restored to strength and health. This refers to Hezekiah, the worthy king of Judah, who (as we can read in 2 Kings 20) was gravely ill and near death, but was restored to health and received from God an extension of his life by fifteen years. He obtained this remarkable recovery through his faith, which he showed during his illness in a prayer to God. That prayer had two main parts. First, being very ill, he prayed for the forgiveness of his sins. This appears in his thanksgiving after his recovery (Isaiah 38:17), where he confesses that God had cast all his sins behind His back. What he gave thanks for was clearly what he had asked God for in prayer. Second, he asked God to extend his life, for reasons that concerned his own responsibilities — and he made this request in faith. The reasons he sought more time were these: first, he had no heir to succeed him on the throne, so he prayed for life in order to have a son who would reign after him. The basis for this prayer was God's particular promise to David and Solomon (1 Kings 8:25) — that they would never lack a descendant to sit on the throne of Israel, as long as their children walked in God's ways as David had. Hezekiah knew this promise and built his prayer on it. His conscience bore him witness that he had walked before the Lord in integrity. On this basis, he prayed for an heir — and for the health and years of life needed to bring this about. This is plainly shown in his prayer in 2 Kings 20:3: 'Lord, I beseech You, remember now how I have walked before You in truth and with a whole heart.' The heart of his prayer was this: all the kings who follow David and Solomon and walk in God's commandments will have heirs to sit on their thrones after them. From this he reasons: 'O Lord, I have walked before You in truth and sincerity of heart' — and therefore he concludes: 'Grant me an heir to sit on my throne after me, and give me the health and life to see that fulfilled.'

    Second, he prayed that he might live to glorify God in the weighty calling God had placed him in over His people. This also appears in his thanksgiving after his recovery, where he says (Isaiah 38:20): 'The Lord is ready to save me; therefore we will play my songs on stringed instruments all the days of our life in the house of the Lord.' Through this earnest prayer he demonstrated his faith — and by virtue of that faith, though he was sick to the point of death, he received from the Lord an extension of his life by fifteen years. This shows us to whom the seventh effect of faith should be referred.

    Here we are taught a specific duty for seeking recovery from illness: before turning to ordinary medicine, we must first put our faith into practice — as Hezekiah did. This means humbling ourselves for past sins, confessing them honestly to God, praying for forgiveness with a sincere purpose to live differently, and asking God for health and His blessing on the medical means we use for recovery. Other servants of God besides Hezekiah have done the same. When David was gravely ill, his primary act was this exercise of faith — humbling his soul before God for his sins and earnestly seeking their forgiveness, as we can see in Psalms 6 and 38. The apostle James gives the same counsel (James 5:14-15): 'Is anyone among you sick? He should call for the elders of the church.' And what are they to do? First, pray for him — then, as was the custom in those days, anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord. 'The prayer of faith will restore the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up, and if he has committed sins, they will be forgiven him.' We must be warned here against the common practices of the world in sickness. Most people go first to doctors, and if that fails, they send for the minister. This was King Asa's practice, for which he is recorded with reproach for all generations — that being diseased in his feet, 'he did not seek the Lord, but the physicians' (2 Chronicles 16:12), though in other respects he had good qualities (1 Kings 15:14). Many do far worse, seeking out fortune-tellers and occultists when they or their loved ones are in distress. But this is to abandon God and seek help from the devil — just as Ahaziah sent to Baal-zebub, the god of Ekron, to find out whether he would recover from his fall (2 Kings 1:2). This should be entirely foreign to God's children. Just as Ahaziah's illness became fatal because of his going to Baal-zebub, so undoubtedly many diseases become incurable because patients deal wrongly — using unlawful means, or using lawful means out of order, or putting their trust in the means rather than in God. We must in such times remember our duty in the practice of faith, as Hezekiah did.

    The eighth fruit of faith is this: they grew strong and valiant in battle. This effect can be applied to all the judges named earlier, and to all the good kings of Judah and Israel. But two in particular stand out: Samson and David. Samson, through faith, became so mighty (Judges 15:15) that 'with the jawbone of a donkey he killed a thousand Philistines.' David was similarly emboldened by faith, so that with the same sling he had used to tend his father's sheep — a poor weapon for war — he went out against the giant Philistine Goliath, struck him in the forehead with a stone, and killed him. Both of these acts were fruits of their faith, which gave them the boldness to face such powerful enemies.

    From this effect of their faith we observe first that true courage and manhood — genuine valor — comes from true faith. It must be acknowledged that many pagans had great strength and bravery. But it was only a shadow of true valor, for genuine valor comes from a believing heart. This is why the text says these judges and princes of Israel grew strong and valiant in battle by faith.

    Second, if true faith makes men valiant in battle, then the preaching of God's word should be established and maintained in military camps, garrisons, and among sailors at sea — just as much as in cities and towns at peace. Preaching is the means by which faith is built, and faith is what gives courage in battle to those who fight in a just cause.

    This is why the Lord commanded through Moses that when the people of Israel went out to battle, the priests were to come forward and encourage the people, so that their hearts would not faint or fear their enemies — because of God's powerful presence fighting for them. The Roman Catholics reproach Zwingli — one of the restorers of the gospel — for dying in the field among soldiers. But this is not a reproach at all; it is a matter of great honor to him, for he was willing to risk his own life for the sake of strengthening the faith of the weaker Christians around him. That is enough on the eighth effect.

    The ninth effect of faith for which these worthy men are commended is this: they turned to flight the armies of foreigners. This can be applied to most of the judges and to the good kings of Judah and Israel. I will focus especially on two: Gideon and Jehoshaphat. Gideon, one of the judges, with only three hundred soldiers — completely unarmed except for lamps and pitchers in their hands (Judges 6-7) — put a massive army of Midianites to flight. Jehoshaphat, a godly king, was attacked by a large combined army of Moabites, Ammonites, and men of Mount Seir. Knowing he could not withstand them by force of arms, he turned to faith and offered an earnest prayer to the Lord. The Lord heard him and turned his enemies against one another, routing them — something Jehoshaphat could never have accomplished by his own strength.

    Here we may learn how kingdoms and peoples can become capable of putting their enemies to flight. The best way is to exercise faith in God — by sincerely humbling themselves for past sins, making genuine confession of those sins to God, and earnestly praying both for their forgiveness and for God's aid, support, and protection against their enemies. The power of this approach is evident throughout Scripture. When Elijah was taken up, Elisha cried out, 'My father, my father, the chariots of Israel and its horsemen!' (2 Kings 2:12) — giving Elijah this remarkable tribute: that through his faith-filled prayers, he had done more for Israel's defense than all their chariots and cavalry. How could that possibly be true? If we read the account, we will find it entirely true: through his prayers made in faith, Elijah accomplished as much or more than all the military strength of the nation could. This will be true for all Christian kings and peoples as well. If they show forth their faith through prayer to God, they will accomplish remarkable things in overcoming their enemies.

    Applying this to our own situation: we have faced many dangerous attacks from enemies within and without, who have for a long time — and no doubt still do — aim at our destruction. How shall we be able to withstand their power and escape their hostility? Wise policy and military preparation must certainly be used — but our confidence must not rest in these. Both rulers and citizens, leaders and people, must stir up their faith. First, we must humble ourselves for our sins and show genuine repentance through changed lives going forward. Then we must pray for God's blessing on the outward means we use. This is the right practice of faith in the face of danger from enemies. If we exercise it sincerely, we will find it a more reliable means of safety and victory than all worldly military strength and strategy. Through it we will have the Lord as our protection and His blessing on our outward means, giving them strength and success. If we neglect this duty, the Lord will not be with us — and then we will find that all human strength and wisdom is useless. Let us not willfully betray ourselves into our enemies' hands. By this practice of faith, let us equip ourselves against all our enemies. If we do not, we may rightly fear being handed over to them as prey. If we love our own safety and the welfare of our land, let us practice this duty — for 'the prayer of a righteous person is powerful and effective.' The Lord said to Moses, when Moses fell before Him to turn back the wrath that had broken out on the people, 'Leave Me alone' — as though Moses had held or bound the Lord's hand by his prayer, so that He could not strike His people. That is enough on the ninth fruit of faith.


  The Faith of the Widow and the Shunammite

  • • •

    Verse 35. The women received their dead raised up to life.

    This is the tenth and last fruit of their faith. It refers especially to two women: the widow of Zarephath and the Shunammite. The widow of Zarephath gave Elijah hospitality during the great famine. Her faith was rewarded with this blessing: her son, who had died, was restored to life by the prophet. The Shunammite, who had provided lodging for the prophet Elisha, likewise had her only son raised from death by the prophet through faith. We must notice here that these two women did not only believe in the true God in a general way. More specifically, they believed that God would use His servants as the means to restore their dead children to life. This is shown by the fact that both women went to the prophet and asked him to revive their children — an act of faith.

    Some may object that this last effect of faith seems to conflict with what Scripture says elsewhere — that 'Christ is the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep.' How then could people before Christ's incarnation have been restored from death to life? Paul's meaning is that Christ is the first of all those who rose from death to life never to die again, but to live forever. In that sense Christ is indeed the firstfruits of those who sleep — for He rose to live forever. As for these two women's children, and others raised from the dead mentioned in both the Old and New Testaments, they did not rise to live forever. They rose from death only to die again.

    From this tenth fruit of faith, all parents can learn their duty when their children are sick or in similar difficulty. They must follow the example of these two godly women and labor especially to show their faith in the ways God requires in such situations. This means humbling themselves for their own sins and the sins of their children and household, praying earnestly to God for forgiveness (for God may visit the sins of parents on their children in the form of physical suffering), and asking the Lord to restore them to health. At the same time, they should use the ordinary lawful means of recovery through medicine and such things, praying to God for His blessing on those means.

    This is their duty — but sadly the practice of many parents is quite different. Instead of going first to the Lord as these women went to the prophet, they either run immediately to medical remedies, or — worse — seek help from fortune-tellers and practitioners of charms and sorceries, abandoning God and turning to the devil. Using lawful means is not wrong in itself. What is blameworthy is the wrong order — and this disorder deprives many of God's blessing on the means: they seek medical help before they have sought the Lord through this holy practice of faith.

    Question: But how can a parent's faith benefit a child? It cannot earn the child eternal life — for everyone must be saved by their own faith in Christ. Yet a child does receive many good blessings from God through a parent's faith — including the benefit of the covenant of grace through its seals, and many earthly blessings as well, such as life itself, as in this case.

    This should move all parents to pursue true faith above all else. Through practicing it, they will be able to bring the greatest blessing on themselves, on their children, and on the lawful means they use for their family's good. When the Lord lays His hand on children or servants in a household, what should parents and heads of households do? The best course of action is to practice faith — in genuine humility before God for sin, and in prayer to God for mercy and for His blessing on the means they use. In every community this is true: through the faith of those in authority, many curses are removed and many blessings obtained. God sends His judgments among us daily, and we do not know when more will follow. But to avert and prevent them, we must give ourselves to genuine humility and prayer — and in this we will find the Lord's mercy toward us, as these two women did.

    That is enough on this tenth fruit of faith, and on all of them individually.

    Now, looking at all ten fruits together, observe this central point: faith is a grace of God that draws down from heaven every blessing a believer needs. Who does not desire to share in God's blessings — for soul and body alike? The one and only way to obtain them is to gain a true and living faith, and to put it into practice in all the duties God requires of us. The worthy men and women named before obtained all those remarkable blessings through faith: by it they escaped the edge of the sword, quenched the violence of fire, grew mighty in battle, and so on, as we have seen.

    Since faith is such a remarkable grace of God, let us pursue it above everything else in this world. We must not settle for lip-service faith and presume on God's mercy. We must strive for a true and living faith in Christ — one that purifies our hearts and produces fruit in our lives. There are strong reasons to do this. What is it we desire? Riches, honor, favor in the world? Health and strength? Or most of all, the favor of God, which contains everything? Then pursue true faith — for in practicing it, you will obtain from God all the blessings you need, both earthly and spiritual. Many people wear themselves out by worldly means pursuing earthly blessings — health, wealth, honor — yet never obtain them, because they do not seek them through faith. People without faith may indeed acquire many good things. But these things are not truly blessings to them, because they lack faith both in gaining and keeping them — they set all religion aside and exhaust themselves entirely in earthly means. The child of God must avoid this pattern. Suppose a king tells one of his servants to go to his treasury and help himself to jewels, gold, silver, and whatever he lacks. What will the servant do? First, he will get the keys, so he can unlock the doors and chests — otherwise he can take nothing. In the ministry of His word, God shows us His full treasury, where we may enrich ourselves with all His blessings. We must not, like fools, try to enter without a key. We must first obtain true faith — that is the key by which God's heavenly treasures are opened to us. And we must make sure we have a good key: a true and sound faith that can strongly turn the locks of God's treasury. This is certain: the one who sincerely believes will never lack anything — whether for body or soul — that is truly good for him. Everyone claims to believe. But the truth is that true faith is rare. Hearts are not purified, lives are not changed — people remain as sinful as they ever were. This is what causes God's judgments to be so frequent among us. Therefore, as we desire our own good in both soul and body, let us pursue true faith and show its power in our lives. That is enough on these judges and prophets, and on the fruits of their faith.


  Believers Under the Maccabees

  • • •

    Verse 35. Others also were tortured on the rack, and refused to be released, so that they might receive a better resurrection.

    With these words, the author of this letter moves to the fourth group of examples of faith in this chapter. As in the group just before, he proceeds quickly, piling up many worthy examples in few words, not naming the individuals but simply describing the deeds for which their faith is commended. This fourth and final group includes believers who lived during the time of the Maccabees and onward, up to the coming of Christ. It cannot refer to believers of earlier periods, because the author draws a clear distinction between these believers and the earlier judges, kings, and prophets — using the words 'others also.' This makes plain that he is presenting a different group of believers. And it is equally plain that these believers lived before Christ's coming. Even though Christians in the early church were also tortured, racked, and tormented in these ways, this passage cannot refer to them — because those early Christians 'enjoyed the promise of the Messiah.' The people described here did not receive that promise in their day; they waited for it by faith and died still waiting (verse 39). In fact, during the time of the Maccabees the Jewish church was terribly persecuted by Antiochus, about two hundred years before Christ — as we can see in 2 Maccabees 4 and 6.

    Question: Where did the author of this letter find this extensive account of these extraordinary persecutions, since they are not recorded in the books of the Old Testament?

    The most likely answer is that he drew it from the historical records and writings of men — which, even if they no longer exist today, were available, known, and accepted in the early church. This should not surprise us. The Holy Spirit in the Old Testament frequently refers to human writings. The recurring phrase in the books of Kings and Chronicles — 'Are not the rest of the acts of such-and-such recorded in the book of the chronicles of the kings of Judah and Israel?' — makes this plain.

    Those books of chronicles were not parts of holy Scripture — they were civil or church historical records, similar to our own books of martyrs and chronicles. In 2 Timothy 3:8, Paul says that 'Jannes and Jambres opposed Moses.' Yet in the book of Exodus, the sorcerers who resisted Moses are never named. And Jude references a prophecy of Enoch (Jude 14) that is not recorded anywhere in the Old Testament. It appears likely that Moses was the first person to write holy Scripture. So where did the apostles get these things? Undoubtedly the Holy Spirit could have revealed such things directly, even if they had been unknown at the time. But it is more probable that the apostles found them in Jewish writings or records that were available and accepted among Jews in their day. Paul, for instance, when preaching to the Athenians, quotes the poet Aratus: 'For we are His offspring.' He quotes the playwright Menander to the Corinthians: 'Bad company corrupts good character' (1 Corinthians 15). And he quotes the Cretan poet Epimenides to Titus: 'Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy gluttons' (Titus 1:12).

    From the fact that the Holy Spirit draws on the writings of men, we learn that reading human writings is not wrong — it is genuinely useful to God's servants. But some would use these examples to argue that such writings may be freely quoted in public ministry whenever anyone sees fit. These passages give no basis for that claim. First, the apostles were so guided by the Holy Spirit in their public ministry that they could not err. No ministers today have that privilege. Second, when the apostles quoted human writings in their sermons or letters, they in effect sanctified those quotations and made them part of holy Scripture. No ordinary minister can do this. A human testimony cited ten thousand times still remains human — it does not become God's word. Third, those who want to justify quoting human sources in their sermons by appealing to the apostles should follow the apostles in how they did it. The apostles were extremely sparing in such citations — in many of their writings there are none at all. Across the entire New Testament there are only three such quotations. Furthermore, the apostles cited them without display. They even concealed the names of the authors from whom they were quoting.

    Finally, the apostles cited human writings only for serious reasons and in fitting circumstances — specifically, when they were convinced that the quotation would persuade the consciences of their hearers on the point being made. How far many today differ from the apostles in the way they quote human sources is for all to judge.

    Before coming to these specific examples of faith, there are several general observations to make. In the three preceding verses, the Holy Spirit has set out the successful outcomes that came to believers through their faith. Here He turns to describe a very different experience — other believers who, through faith, endured terrible persecutions and torments, even the most cruel and bitter forms of death.

    From what the apostle describes here, we can see clearly what the condition of God's church and people is in this world. God grants peace and success to some as a fitting reward for faith and obedience. But others are deprived of outward peace and comfort, and must endure severe trials and persecution. Just as day and night alternate continuously — one always following the other — so it is with God's church and His true people in this world. At times they have peace and prosperity. But this does not last forever. At other times they live in trouble, suffering, and persecution.

    To make this point clearer, since it matters: we can see its truth in the history of God's church from the very beginning. Adam's family was God's church. At first there was notable peace. But when God accepted Abel's sacrifice and rejected Cain's, persecution began — and Cain killed his brother Abel. Abraham is called the father of the faithful, and his household was the true church of God in those days. There we can clearly see this alternating pattern. God called Abraham out of Haran to dwell in the land of Canaan (Genesis 12:1-10). But before long, a severe famine struck the land, and his household had to go down to Egypt to live there. There the Lord blessed him greatly and made him so prosperous and powerful that, after his return to Canaan, he was able to go to war against the kings of those nations (Genesis 14).

    The Israelites, God's chosen people, spent four hundred years in bondage in Egypt. But at the appointed time, God gave them a glorious deliverance. Even so, they were tested in the wilderness for forty years — after which they were settled securely in the fertile land of Canaan, a land flowing with milk and honey. There too the church of God experienced this pattern. During the period of the judges, the Israelites — because of their sins — repeatedly fell into subjection to the nations around them: the Moabites, the Philistines, the Ammonites, and others, sometimes for ten, twenty, thirty, or forty years at a stretch. Yet when they cried out to God, He sent a mighty judge to deliver them, and peace followed for a season. This was the alternating state of the church throughout the entire period of the judges. It was the same under the kings. At times God gave them good kings who promoted true religion and supported the priests and prophets of God — and the church flourished during those reigns. But at other times, for their sins, God sent them wicked rulers who persecuted the prophets and the godly in the land. This is plain throughout the books of Kings and Chronicles. After the reign of good King Josiah came the captivity to Babylon. After seventy years, the Lord brought them back through King Cyrus. After their return, there were again seasons of peace and seasons of distress — as we see in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah. But above all others, the persecution by Antiochus Epiphanes was the most extreme, foretold by Daniel in his prophecy (Daniel 11:36) and recorded in the books of the Maccabees.

    Coming to the era of the gospel: the early church, in the three hundred years after Christ's ascension, endured ten fierce and bloody persecutions. Between each of them there were still periods of peace — breathing room, as it were. When the tenth persecution ended, the Lord raised up the good emperor Constantine, who brought peace and security to the church. But soon after him, the heresy of Arius — stirred up by the devil — brought persecutions on the church as severe as any the pagans had inflicted. This was a highly blasphemous heresy denying the eternal deity of Christ and the Holy Spirit, and it dominated the church for eighty years. Not long after that heresy was suppressed, the idolatry and tyranny of Antichrist began to take hold in the church for many hundreds of years. About eighty years ago, the Lord in His mercy raised up worthy instruments through whom He delivered His church from that idolatry and blindness. Yet even since then the church has still felt the bloody hand of Antichrist in terrible persecutions. All of this confirms what is most true: the outward condition of God's church is always alternating — sometimes at peace, sometimes under severe persecution.

    Applying this to ourselves: God has planted His church in this land and for many years has blessed us with prosperity and peace — a great mercy He has given as a reward for the faith of His servants among us. During this time we have had great freedom in God's holy ministry, with access to the word, prayer, and sacraments. But we must know that the condition of God's church — between peace and trouble — is alternating, like day and night, light and darkness. We must therefore pay attention to our own situation. Our season of peace will not last forever. These good years will come to an end, and trouble and affliction will certainly come. God alone knows what form those afflictions will take, and exactly when they will come. But that they will come at God's appointed time is something we can be confident of, for the following reasons.

    First, the consistent pattern of God's law is this: the curse follows the transgression. When any person, family, or people lives in violation of God's commandments, they must expect God's judgment to fall on them. We can say honestly that this nation abounds with serious sin at every level of society. In civil life — setting aside widespread oppression — where is justice untainted by bribery? Where is commerce free from fraud and deceit? In church ministry — setting aside many other abuses — where is the care that ought to exist for building up God's church? Among the general population — setting aside gross ignorance and superstition — what terrible blasphemy, sexual immorality, oath-breaking, and disregard of the Sabbath is everywhere present? And beyond all this, there is a frightening atheism — a mother of all sins — whether the practical atheism of those who deny God by the way they live, or the intellectual atheism of those who argue against the truths God has revealed in His word. All these sins and many more cry out loudly for God's judgment — including the most fearful judgment of all: the removal of His kingdom through the removal of the gospel of peace.

    Second, consider the kinds of people God is taking from us by death — people of position and significance in both church and society, often in the prime of their lives. Are they not precisely those who were most outstanding among us for wisdom and learning, genuine godliness and integrity? However small a thing this may seem to many, it is undoubtedly a sign of coming judgment. For 'the righteous man perishes, and no one takes it to heart; and devout men are taken away, while no one understands that the righteous is taken away from the evil to come' (Isaiah 57:1).

    Third, God has set His terrifying judgments around us — war and the sword in neighboring nations, which have also threatened us. And throughout our own land, famine and plague have come and gone repeatedly (Leviticus 26). This is a truth of God: when He sends His judgments on a people, if they do not repent, one judgment is only the forerunner of one more severe and terrible than the last. But little or no repentance is apparent among us. On the contrary, we are drifting further away from God — and so we remain exposed to still more fearful judgments.

    Finally, this is how God normally deals with His own servants. Just as He sometimes rewards their faith and obedience with peace, so He will at other times test their faith through affliction. He did this with His servant Job — who had no equal for godliness anywhere in the world in his day. God has His servants among us. For the testing of their faith, we may be sure that some form of trial will come upon us — for 'all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted' (2 Timothy 3:12).

    Since our present peace will be turned into trouble — as the preceding reasons, which apply directly to our own church and society, make clear — let us learn our duty.

    First, we must think carefully about what the worst possible outcome might be when trial and persecution come. This is the counsel of our Savior Christ to those who would follow Him faithfully as His disciples. Like good builders who count the cost before laying the foundation, and like good soldiers who assess their strength before marching into battle, they must plan ahead — so they do not give up and turn back in shame like fools and cowards (Luke 14:28). By God's mercy we now profess the true religion of Christ, with hope of salvation through it. We must therefore reckon with what our religion may cost us, and see in advance what is the worst that may happen to us for our profession of Christ and His gospel. If we have not done this at the start of our Christian life, we must do it now — better late than never — so that when the trial comes, we do not walk away from Christ in disgrace.

    In former times, a steadfast profession of Christ has cost people their friends, their possessions, and their freedom — even their lives. The same may happen to us. Therefore we must think it through honestly and ask ourselves: are we willing to suffer the loss of goods and friends, even the loss of our lives, in defense of Christ's true religion?

    The reality of the church's condition — that trouble may come — should also move us to pursue those saving graces of God's Spirit that will equip us to stand firm in all temptations, troubles, and persecutions. We must not be content with lamps that give light only for a time, as the five foolish virgins did. We must have the oil of grace stored in the vessels of our hearts. Knowledge of God's word is a valuable thing, but it is not sufficient to make us stand in the day of trial. We must therefore pursue genuine saving grace — especially this: having our hearts rooted and grounded in the love of God through faith. By this we are assured that God is our Father in Christ, that Jesus Christ is our Redeemer, and that the Holy Spirit is our comforter and sanctifier. This assurance of faith will steady our hearts in every situation. Whether it is life or death, we need not be afraid — for nothing will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus.

    That is enough on how this verse connects to what came before. Now to the words themselves.

    'Others also were tortured on the rack,' and so on. Here the Holy Spirit begins to set out the fruits of faith for which this last group of believers is commended to us. Unlike the previous examples, these are not famous victories — they are nine different kinds of suffering. To each of them we must carry over the phrase 'by faith' from verse 33: that is, through faith they endured torture, mockings, and all the rest.

    From these effects taken together, we can observe two things. First, a remarkable fruit of faith — which is why it is so highly praised in this final group of examples: faith enables God's child to endure whatever the Lord places on him. The torments with which the human body can be afflicted are many and terrible. Yet however many and terrible they may be, true saving faith enables God's child to bear them all for the honor of Christ.

    The effects of faith described before this point are many and extraordinary. But undoubtedly, this strength of patience under the greatest torments for Christ's sake is among the most important.

    Paul gives remarkable testimony to this in Romans 8:38-39: 'I am convinced that neither death nor life, nor angels nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present nor things to come, nor height nor depth, nor any other created thing, will be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.' What remarkable power faith has — it so firmly unites the believer to Christ that no torment in the world, not even all the power of Satan and his angels, can tear them apart.

    Question: How does faith produce this unbreakable power of clinging to Christ? It works like this: it is the nature of faith to persuade the conscience of God's love and favor in Christ. Out of that persuasion, the heart begins to love God in return. Through this love, faith works and makes a person capable of enduring any torment inflicted for the sake of religion. For 'love bears all things' (1 Corinthians 13:7) — even the love of one person for another. How much more, then, will our love for God in Christ enable us to suffer anything for His name? This is why it is said that 'love is as strong as death; its coals are fiery coals, a blazing flame. Many waters cannot quench love, nor can rivers sweep it away' — meaning that even severe persecutions and torments cannot extinguish it. In fact, when love for God burns with intensity, it makes a person so zealous for God's glory that if there were no other way to glorify God except by suffering, God's child would rather submit to the torments of the damned than allow God to lose His glory. We can see this in Paul (Romans 9:3): 'I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers and sisters, my kinsmen according to the flesh' — that is, the Israelites — meaning for the sake of advancing God's glory in their calling and salvation. We can see the same zeal in Moses. Fearing that God would lose His glory if the Israelites were destroyed, he prayed, 'Forgive their sin — but if not, please blot me out of Your book which You have written.'

    Since this is the fruit of faith — making a person both able and willing to suffer anything for Christ's sake — we must be motivated to pursue true faith. Trouble may come, and in fact some form of affliction will come to every child of God, to a greater or lesser degree. Without faith we will never be able to glorify God under the cross. 'The righteous shall live by faith' in this condition (Hebrews 10:38) — just as these believers here endured the rack, fire, and being cut apart, all by faith.

    Second, from all these sufferings endured by faith, observe the disposition of ungodly people toward God's church and people: they are bitterly and violently set against them. Here they carried out on God's children every cruelty the devil could inspire in their hearts. This has been their attitude and behavior not only before Christ's incarnation but ever since — as shown by the countless brutal tortures devised against Christians in the early church, and inflicted on them then and throughout history. We see it in the Church of Rome, especially in its more recent Inquisition — where, beyond cruelly racking the conscience through unjust interrogations, they subjected Protestants to the most savage physical torments.

    Observing this cruel attitude of the wicked toward the godly is instructive in several ways. First, it proves that the religion we profess by God's mercy — contained in the books of the Old and New Testaments — is not a human invention or political strategy. It is the sacred ordinance of the living God. If it were invented by human beings, it would suit people's natural tendencies and appeal to their nature, so that nearly everyone would welcome and embrace it. But we see that it is widely hated. 'This sect is spoken against everywhere' (Acts 28:22). Natural people reject it, persecute it, and persecute its followers to the point of death. They do this because true religion is contrary to their nature, as light is to darkness. It condemns the very ways and pursuits they most love. This is reason enough to vindicate true religion as God's own ordinance — even to the conscience of the worldly atheist. Their devilish hostility toward it proves that God's divine truth is in it.

    Second, do the wicked hate the godly because of their religion and profession? Then in contrast, we must learn to love religion because it is religion, and to love those who profess it because of their profession. This is Christ's instruction: to love a disciple because he is a disciple (Matthew 10). We must love all people — but especially those who embrace the gospel of Christ and belong to the household of faith. For all such are brothers and sisters, sharing one Father who is God, and brothers and sisters ought to love one another. But this lesson is sadly not learned. The world generally devotes itself to mocking and ridiculing — and what it mocks is religion and those who profess it. This should not be so. However imperfectly people may fall short in knowledge and practice, those who profess religion should not be treated with contempt. This abuse has grown so widespread that many people hold back from diligently hearing the preached word, for fear of being mocked. But let these mockers know they are joining hands with the devil and with the persecutors of God's church — for mocking is a form of persecution. Young Christians should not be treated this way. They should be encouraged for the advancement of Christ's kingdom. This is how our Savior Christ dealt with those who showed any signs of grace. When the young man said he had kept God's commandments from his youth, 'Jesus looked at him and loved him' (Mark 10:21). When a scribe answered wisely, He said to him, 'You are not far from the kingdom of God' (Mark 12:34). We must follow Christ's example and walk in love — thinking and speaking well of all who profess faith, and counting no one a hypocrite until God has made their hypocrisy evident. It is a mark of a Christian to love someone because that person loves religion. On the other hand, to hate someone because he is a Christian is the mark of a persecutor and an enemy of Christ. That is enough in general.

    We come now to the specific kinds of suffering these believers endured by faith. The first is being racked — in the words, 'others also were tortured on the rack,' or as some translate it, 'were beaten with clubs.' The original can support either translation, and both apply fittingly to this kind of suffering. In those times, the enemies of God's church would stretch a person's body out on a rack or some similar device, pulling every joint to its limit, and then beat the entire stretched-out body with clubs until the person was dead. An example of this kind of suffering is Eleazar the Jew (2 Maccabees 6), who under Antiochus was first racked and then beaten on every part of his body until death — because he refused to eat pork.

    Some may object: being racked and beaten to death cannot be any commendation of faith — criminals and traitors are treated the same way. To prevent this objection, the Holy Spirit adds the words 'and would not be delivered' — showing that this suffering was indeed a remarkable display of true faith. The meaning is this: some Jews in the Old Testament were condemned to death by persecutors for their religion, but were offered their lives and freedom if they would recant and abandon their faith. This offer of life they refused — they 'would not be delivered' on such a condition.

    This example of faith teaches us to hold fast to true religion and to value it above all the pleasures and advantages this world has to offer — even above life itself. Paul presses this point in various ways. 'Let him who thinks he stands take care that he does not fall' (1 Corinthians 10:12) — forbidding us to preserve our outward safety by joining in with idolaters. And again: 'Stand firm in the faith' (1 Corinthians 16:13). This is also one of the main points Paul urges on Timothy in both his letters: to keep faith and a good conscience. Our Savior Christ compares the kingdom of heaven in one of His parables to a treasure hidden in a field, which a man discovers, hides again, and then goes home and sells everything he has to buy that field (Matthew 13:44). The lesson is that anyone who wants to enjoy the kingdom of heaven must be willing to give up everything else for it — counting all other things as worthless, as Paul did (Philippians 3:8). What does it matter if a man has all the wealth and pleasures of the world, and everything else his heart could desire in this life? If he lacks true religion and a good conscience, he has nothing — for he also lacks the love and favor of God, and will lose his soul. No amount of worldly wealth can provide a ransom for it. We must therefore be warned to care more about obtaining and maintaining true religion and a good conscience than anything else in the world.

    Now, because it will naturally seem rash to refuse life when it is offered, the Holy Spirit adds a clear reason for these believers' choice, to prevent that criticism: they refused deliverance 'that they might receive a better resurrection.' Many interpreters take these words as referring simply to the resurrection on the day of judgment — as though the Holy Spirit were saying: these martyrs refused to be delivered from death because they looked forward to receiving at the day of judgment a greater measure of glory for having, in obedience to God, laid down their lives to maintain true religion. This is certainly God's truth: the more we humble ourselves in suffering for Christ's name in this life, the greater our glory will be at the general resurrection. 'For our momentary, light affliction is producing for us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all comparison' (2 Corinthians 4:17). And yet, I believe this is not the precise meaning of the words here. Rather, their resurrection at the last day is here called 'better' in contrast to the temporary deliverance being offered to them. While under the torment of the rack, they were as good as dead. When life was offered to them, it was, in a sense, a kind of resurrection — and from the perspective of their enemies, a good outcome. But they were not willing to lose the comfort of the true resurrection to life at the last day for the sake of that.

    Two resurrections are being compared here. The first is deliverance from physical death. The second is rising to everlasting life at the last day of judgment. Of these two, the latter is the better — and God's servants and martyrs recognized this. So the true meaning of these words is this: these servants of God refused deliverance from temporal torment and death because their deepest concern was that their bodies would rise to everlasting life at the day of judgment. They judged that rising to eternal life on that day was far better than rising to a temporary life in this world for a few more years.

    If we understand this well, it teaches us two important duties. First, we should above all things seek assurance in our consciences — as these servants of God had — that our bodies will rise to everlasting life at the last day. We confess this with our mouths as one of the articles of our faith. But we must work toward a deep and settled conviction in our hearts that these bodies of ours — however terribly they may be tormented here — will one day rise to life and glory through Jesus Christ. All the true martyrs of Christ knew this and were fully persuaded of it. This is what gave them such confidence in their suffering. If we can reach that same assurance, it will serve us greatly in both life and death. In life, it will move us to embrace true religion from the heart and to strive in everything to keep a good conscience. Paul makes this plain in Acts 24:15-16. Having declared his hope in the resurrection of both the just and the unjust, he adds: 'In view of this I also do my best to maintain always a blameless conscience before God and before men.' In death as well, this persuasion is of great value. It will steady the heart powerfully against the natural fear of dying. It is remarkable how terrifying the thought of death is to many people. This fear arises precisely because they are not truly convinced in their hearts of their resurrection to life and glory at the last day. If they were, they would be able to bear the suffering of death — however terrible — with patience and with comfort.

    Second, from this we must learn to live this earthly life in such a way that when we die, our bodies may rise again to eternal life. These martyrs provide us with a remarkable example: they are so resolved to maintain the way of life that holds the hope of glory that they would rather lose their earthly lives than abandon it. And in fact this duty is absolutely necessary — unless we order this earthly life rightly, we can have no hope of rising to glory. Question: How should we live this earthly life so that we will rise to glory after death? John answers this in Revelation 20:6: 'Blessed and holy is the one who has a part in the first resurrection; over these the second death has no power.' We must therefore labor earnestly to share in that first resurrection. This first resurrection is spiritual, worked in the soul by the Holy Spirit — causing one who is by nature dead in sin to rise to newness of life. Whoever truly shares in it will undoubtedly rise to glory. For those 'who were made alive together with Christ' from the death of sin are 'seated with Him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus' (Ephesians 2:5-6). Physical death may separate soul and body for a time, but it can never prevent the enjoyment of eternal life. Therefore, if we desire that eternal life after we die, let us shape our natural lives to die to sin while we are still alive.

    Verse 36. And others have had their trials in mockings and scourgings — yes, and further, in chains and imprisonment. The second kind of suffering by which God's servants were tried is mocking. On this subject we can observe several things. First, where it came from: undoubtedly from ungodly people who were enemies of God's church and true religion. It is listed here as one of the trials God's church faces at the hands of its enemies.

    Consider then what mockers and scoffers of God's servants truly are. Here they are counted as wicked opponents of God and His truth. Jude, speaking of certain false prophets who had crept into the church, calls them 'ungodly men' (Jude 4) — and proves it by their foul speech in evil talk (verses 8 and 10). Ishmael is counted a persecutor by the Holy Spirit for mocking Isaac (Galatians 4:29). And David, when describing degrees of sinners, places sitting in the seat of scoffers as the third and highest (Psalm 1:1). All these passages show how serious this sin is. Therefore if any of us — young or old, high or low — have been guilty of it in the past, let us now repent and stop. It is offensive to God. You who are a scoffer may comfort yourself and think everything is fine — after all, words are just words. But know that your situation is dangerous: you still lack the fear of God, and you are an enemy of Christ and His religion. One day you will be judged not only for your wicked deeds but 'for all the harsh things which ungodly sinners have spoken against Him' (Jude 15).

    Second, the fact that God's servants were tried by mockings shows that God's church in this world is subject to this affliction. It is nothing new to our age — it has been present in God's church from the beginning. In Genesis 21:9, 'Ishmael mocked Isaac.' Isaiah brings in Christ saying, 'Behold, I and the children whom the Lord has given me are for signs and wonders in Israel' (Isaiah 8:18). Jeremiah says, 'I have become a laughingstock all day long; everyone mocks me' (Jeremiah 20:7). Even our Savior Christ, while on the cross carrying out the great work of humanity's redemption, was at that very moment mocked by the malicious Jews (Matthew 27:41). And Paul was mocked by the Athenians for preaching Christ and the resurrection (Acts 17:18).

    If this was the lot of Christ our head, and of His most worthy prophets and apostles — to be mocked and scorned — then no child of God today should expect to escape it. For if they do these things to the green tree, what will they do to the dry? Therefore if we belong to Christ, we must prepare for this and arm ourselves with patience to endure it. 'A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a slave above his master. If they have called the head of the house Beelzebul, how much more will they malign the members of his household?' (Matthew 10:24-25).

    Third, the fact that God's servants were tried by mockings and endured them by faith teaches us how to conduct ourselves when we are subject to ridicule — especially for religion's sake. We must not return mockery for mockery and insult for insult. Instead, we must learn with a gentle spirit to bear it. When Christ was on the cross and the Jews were shamelessly mocking Him, He prayed for them even then. David's behavior was the same. As we can read in Psalm 38:12-14, when his enemies spoke evil against him, what did he do? Did he rage at them in return? No — 'he was like a deaf man who does not hear, and like a mute who does not open his mouth; yes, he was like a man who does not hear, and in whose mouth are no arguments.' It was a remarkable thing in David that he could hold his emotions in check under such reproach. But read verse 15 and we see the reason: 'he trusted in the Lord his God.' He also recognized God's hand in their reproaches (2 Samuel 16:10) — and these things kept him silent. We must study this example and learn from it to possess our souls in patience when we face reproach.

    The third kind of suffering is scourging. God's servants were not only mocked for their religion — they were also whipped and beaten. The fourth is chains and imprisonment. The fifth is stoning (verse 37): 'They were stoned.' The sixth is this: 'They were sawn in two.' All of these were worthy fruits of faith, endured for the sake of religion. The particular lessons that could be drawn from each have been addressed in earlier discussion, so I will pass over them here.

    The seventh kind of suffering is this: they were tempted. By changing a single letter in the original, the word could be read as 'they were burned.' Some translators do read it that way, supposing the original copyists substituted one letter for another. Their reason is that examples of severe physical punishment appear both before and after this, and they think burning — which is a terrible death — fits the pattern. But we may safely and accurately read the word as 'they were tempted' — meaning they were enticed and drawn by attractive promises of life to abandon their religion. The same word is used by James: 'Each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire' (James 1:14). If someone asks why temptation should be placed among such brutal physical torments, the answer is that it is just as severe a trial as any of them. The temptation to abandon religion and a good conscience is as dangerous as any physical punishment in the world. This is plain in Christ's temptations by the devil. In those three temptations, Satan reveals his malice and cunning against Christ and His church most fully. When Satan failed with the first two, he made his third and final assault through the glory and splendor of the world: showing Christ 'all the kingdoms of the world and their glory,' he said, 'All these things I will give You, if You fall down and worship me' (Matthew 4:9). Christ's holy heart refused to yield. But that it was a severe temptation is clear from His response. In the earlier temptations He simply answered Satan from Scripture. But when this temptation came, Christ commanded him, 'Go away, Satan!' — showing not only His hatred of that sin but also the seriousness of this attack from the world. And indeed, these temptations from the right hand — as we may call them — creep most dangerously into the heart and cause shipwreck of faith and a good conscience. All of David's troubles and persecutions never led him to as grievous sins as a little ease and rest did. A great army cannot break into a city as quickly as riches and fair promises can. And no physical torment can overcome a good conscience as readily as worldly pleasures and attractive offers. Because of this, we must take care not to be deceived by the world. The spectacle of its glory and splendor will steal away religion and a good conscience from a person more easily than any persecution could. Indeed, who is it that most often changes their religion when trials come? Those who have the world at their disposal.

    The eighth example of suffering is this: they were killed with the sword. Nothing can be said of this that has not already been addressed in the earlier examples, so I omit it.

    The ninth and last example of suffering is this: they wandered about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, afflicted, and tormented. That is, being either banished or forced to flee for their lives, they wandered from place to place in the most basic clothing, without ordinary food or comfort — in great hardship and suffering.

    Here we see these servants of God driven from their homes, friends, and families by persecution. From this we observe that in times of persecution, a Christian may lawfully flee for safety — as long as he is not prevented from doing so by his private or public responsibilities. These servants of God, commended here for their faith, fled when persecuted, and they did so by faith. The action is therefore lawful — as I could demonstrate at length, but have already addressed earlier. When our Savior Christ learned that the Pharisees had heard how many disciples He was making (John 4:1-3), He left Judea, where the Pharisees held greatest authority, and went into Galilee for His safety. Old Testament prophets also fled: Elijah fled from Jezebel (1 Kings 19:3). And the apostles did so in the New Testament as well, directed by Christ Himself (Matthew 10:23).

    Objection 1: Some will say that persecution is the hand of God, and therefore no one should flee from it — for in doing so, it seems as though he is fleeing from God Himself. We must consider persecution from two angles: first, as the hand of God; and second, as the work of the wicked enemies of God's church. God sometimes uses those enemies as instruments, laying His hand on His church through them — either for correction or for testing. A Christian who is persecuted for the truth and has the freedom to flee cannot be said to be fleeing from God's hand — unless he were departing contrary to a direct command from God, as Jonah did when sent to Nineveh. And besides, the Christian knows that truly fleeing from God is impossible. His intention is to escape the rage of his enemies in order to preserve his life for the further service of God's church. Furthermore, the reasoning does not hold. To say 'persecution is the hand of God, therefore one may not flee' would equally prove that one may not flee from sickness or from war — both of which a person may do with a clear conscience, provided his calling does not prevent it.

    Objection 2: But every Christian is bound to testify his faith and religion before his enemies, and therefore he may not flee during persecution. The answer is: a Christian must indeed bear witness to his faith if God calls him to do so. But if God gives him freedom and opportunity to flee, then at that time God is not requiring him to bear witness to his religion by staying and facing death.

    Objection 3: But if flight is lawful, how is it that some of God's children, when they could have fled, chose not to — but stood firm and testified to their faith unto death? We must judge these people with reverence and conclude that they acted by some special prompting and movement of God's Spirit — as is shown by their patience and steadfastness under their greatest torments. Examples of this kind are found in the English Acts and Monuments, in men greatly to be honored for their constancy and zeal for the truth of the gospel.

    Question: If fleeing during persecution can be an act of faith, may a minister of God's word also flee in a time of persecution?

    There are certain situations in which a minister may lawfully flee. First, when the particular church and congregation over which he is placed has been scattered by enemies and there is no prospect of gathering them back together — in that case, he may certainly flee until his congregation can be reassembled. Second, if the persecutors specifically target the minister's life, he may withdraw for his own safety for a time, with the agreement of his flock. This happened with Paul: when the Ephesians were rioting over their Diana, Paul in his zeal was going to go in among them, but the disciples would not allow him to (Acts 19:30). They did this for Paul's safety and the good of the church — they knew the idolaters would be most ferocious against Paul. Every local church ought to take special care for the life of its minister. There are other situations in which a minister may flee, but I will not try to list them all. There are so many circumstances — relating to the enemies, to the minister himself, and to his people — that what is unlawful in one situation and for one person may be entirely lawful for another or at another time.

    Second, the fact that these servants of God 'wandered about' teaches us that a person may lawfully travel from place to place and from country to country, as long as he travels in faith as these men did. Their traveling served the purpose of preserving faith and a good conscience — and for that same purpose, any person may lawfully travel from place to place. But when men travel without faith, and not for this purpose of maintaining a good conscience, their travel is without question not lawful.

    This gives us good reason to challenge the wrong practices of various wanderers in our own society. First, common vagrants, whose entire life is nothing but wandering from place to place — not in faith, and not for conscience's sake, but because they enjoy that idle way of life and wander to avoid honest work. This way of life — with no basis other than love of idleness and contempt for honest labor in a legitimate calling — cannot but be deeply displeasing to God, who commands that every person should work in a lawful calling and earn his own bread. They do not do this, and therefore the curse of God pursues them. Generally they fall into terrible sins of injustice and sexual immorality. They live without order, attaching themselves to no household but living more like animals than people. They belong to no particular congregation but cut themselves off from all churches, living as though there were no God, no Christ, and no true religion. We can see God's heavy hand on them in this: they take their greatest pleasure in this wandering way of life, which is itself, by its very nature, a curse and a punishment.

    Second, we may also rightly challenge the practice of certain others among us who feel compelled to travel — not for religion's sake (which would be commendable if they had genuine need), and not by the demands of a legitimate calling (which would be lawful), but purely to see fashions and foreign places. They do not even avoid places like Rome or Spain, where the cruel Inquisition will hardly allow anyone to pass through with their conscience intact. Can we think such travel is commendable? Certainly not. The purpose of lawful travel is to preserve faith and a good conscience, or to fulfill a legitimate calling. When people travel with no such purpose but only for pleasure, how can we expect them to hold to the truth, when they throw themselves into such needless danger and testing? The damaged consciences that many bring home from such travels are sufficient proof of how bad that course is.

    Notice also the clothing of these believers: sheepskins and goatskins. The same can be observed in other famous prophets and servants of God. Elijah wore a garment of hair, by which he was recognized (2 Kings 1:8). John the Baptist did the same (Matthew 3:4). Even false prophets dressed that way so as to gain greater respect from the people (Zechariah 13:4). Our Savior Christ said that 'false prophets come to you in sheep's clothing' — dressed like the true prophets — 'while inwardly they are savage wolves.' The true prophets of God dressed simply so that they could preach repentance to the people not only through their words and teaching but also through the way they lived. Every minister of the gospel ought to be a light to his people in both life and doctrine. A person who preaches well but does not live according to his teaching builds with one hand and tears down with the other. As for these servants of God going about in such simple clothing as sheepskins and goatskins — they did so out of poverty, having been stripped of friends, property, homes, and land, and left without the means for better clothing.

    Their example shows us that God's servants and children can be reduced to extreme poverty and need — lacking ordinary food and clothing, and forced to cover themselves with animal skins. This was the pitiful condition of godly Lazarus. Even Christ Jesus underwent a humble condition for our sake: 'He had nowhere to lay His head.' At His death, He did not own so much as a burial plot — He was laid in Joseph's tomb. This should be a great comfort to any child of God in similar distress. Why should anyone be troubled by a condition that Christ Jesus Himself and His dearest servants have endured before us?

    Some may ask how this can be reconciled with David's saying: 'I have been young and now I am old, yet I have not seen the righteous forsaken or his descendants begging bread' (Psalm 37:25).

    David's statement can be taken in two ways. First, as a report of his own personal observation during his lifetime. He does not say 'the righteous is never forsaken' — only that he himself never saw it. And in fact it is a rare thing to see the righteous forsaken.

    Second — and I believe this is David's meaning — the righteous man is never truly forsaken, and neither is his family after him. If God lays a temporary hardship on any of His servants, allowing them to experience need, He does not forsake their children after them. He renews His mercy toward those children if they walk in obedience before Him. God may test godly parents with poverty — but their godly children will surely be blessed. So this does not prevent God's people from sometimes being in need.

    The fact that these believers went about in sheepskins and goatskins did so by faith. From this we learn that when all earthly blessings fail, the child of God must by faith take hold of God's gracious promises of eternal life and rest on them.

    This point deserves careful attention. If we were to lose every kind of earthly benefit, should we despair and conclude that God has forsaken us? God forbid. Even when all means fail and the whole world is against us, we must lay hold of the promise of eternal life in Christ and rest our souls on it. This is what these believers did. Job gave remarkable testimony to this same faith. After God had taken from him his children, his possessions, his health — everything — he still said, 'Though He slay me, I will hope in Him' (Job 13:15). We must endeavor to do the same if that situation ever falls to us. When all worldly help and comfort fails us, the promise of life in Christ will be a sweet and secure refuge for our souls.

    'Destitute, afflicted, and tormented.' Here the apostle describes the misery of their wandering condition by three degrees of hardship that accompanied it. First, they were destitute — stripped of all earthly blessings. Second, they were afflicted in both body and mind. Third, they were tormented — that is, mistreated. These words are added for a specific reason: to show that these servants of God were overwhelmed with afflictions. They were banished and driven into extreme poverty. They were stripped of all their possessions and cut off from human society. They were afflicted in body and mind, and mistreated by everyone around them — no one did them any good, while everyone did them wrong. Wave after wave of misery rolled over them from every direction.

    From this we learn that God's servants may be overwhelmed with many calamities at the same time, pressed down with hardships in possessions, body, mind, friends, and in every way. This was Job's situation — that most worthy servant of God. He was afflicted in body, in the loss of friends, possessions, and children, and — worst of all — he wrestled in conscience with what felt like the wrath of God: 'You write bitter things against me and make me inherit the iniquities of my youth' (Job 13:26). Many of God's children have been in the same condition: 'My soul is filled with troubles; You have overwhelmed me with all Your waves' (Psalm 88:3, 7).

    Question: How can this be consistent with God's word, which promises all kinds of blessings — both earthly and spiritual — to those who fear Him? For example: 'If you carefully obey the Lord your God, all these blessings will come upon you and overtake you: blessed in the city and in the field; in the fruit of your body and of your ground and cattle' (Deuteronomy 28:1-2). And 'Those who seek the Lord shall not lack any good thing' (Psalm 34:10). 'Godliness holds promise for the present life and also for the life to come' (1 Timothy 4:8). And David compares the godly man to a tree planted by the water, which bears fruit and stays fresh and thriving (Psalm 1:3). How then does it happen that God's own servants are crushed under not just one or two calamities but many severe afflictions at the same time? The answer is this: it is true that Scripture is full of gracious promises of earthly blessings for God's children. But these are conditional promises. They must be understood with this qualification: God's children will receive such-and-such blessings unless it pleases God to use affliction to test His grace in them, or to correct them for some sin. This exception — the cross, for the testing of grace or the correction of sin — must be applied to all promises of earthly blessings. This is why even the most worthy and celebrated servants of God for their faith are described as suffering affliction and hardship. God's promises of earthly blessings are not unconditional. 'All things are yours' (1 Corinthians 3:21) — they will have honor, wealth, and favor — unless it pleases God to test their faith or correct their sins through crosses and afflictions.

    Question: How can God's servants bear so many and such heavy crosses at once, since it is hard enough for a person to bear even one cross patiently? The answer is given right here: by faith. The sufferings heaped on these servants of God were many and severe — and yet by believing the promise of life in the Messiah, they were enabled to bear them all. This is a sovereign remedy against excessive grief in the deepest distress. The floods of affliction will never overwhelm the person whose heart is assured by faith of God's mercy toward him in Jesus Christ. This is what allowed David to say he would 'fear no evil, even walking through the valley of the shadow of death' (Psalm 23:4). And Paul, speaking of 'tribulation, anguish, famine, persecution, and death itself,' says: 'In all these things we overwhelmingly conquer through Him who loved us' (Romans 8:37). It was from this faith that Paul was able to endure all conditions — 'to be hungry, to be in need,' and so on (Philippians 4:12-13).

    If God's children may indeed be afflicted with many calamities at once, then the view of worldly and ungodly people is wrong — the view that judges a person wicked and godless simply because God has loaded him with many calamities. This was the conclusion of Job's three friends, and the basis of all their arguments against him: because God had placed so many and so great crosses on him, he must be a hypocrite. This is still the rash judgment of worldly people today, especially toward those who profess religion. When God's hand of testing or correction rests on them, they immediately condemn them as hypocrites. But this is a deeply mistaken view — for God's dearest children may be crushed under many calamities.

    Second, since faith in Christ will sustain the soul under many crosses, however severe, we must labor in the fear of God to have our hearts rooted and grounded in this faith. When afflictions come, we must strive to show its fruit and power by bearing them with patience.

    That is enough on the specific aspects of suffering in this last group of believers.

    Verse 38. Of whom the world was not worthy — they wandered in deserts and mountains and caves and holes in the ground.


    In these words, the Holy Spirit answers a silent objection that a worldly person might raise against the believers described earlier. When the text says 'they wandered about,' someone might think: no wonder they wandered — perhaps they were not worthy to live in settled society. The Holy Spirit flatly denies this and asserts the opposite: they wandered about by faith, and the Lord caused them to wander because the world was not worthy of them. They were too good for the world.

    From this response to the objection, we can see what worldly people actually think about God's children: that they are not worthy to live in the world, and that the ground beneath their feet is too good for them. This has been, is, and will be the world's attitude toward God's children. 'You will be hated by all nations because of My name' (Matthew 24:9). 'They will put you out of the synagogues; yes, an hour is coming for everyone who kills you to think that he is offering service to God' (John 16:2). The Jews said of Paul, 'Away with such a fellow from the earth; he should not be allowed to live' (Acts 22:22). And Paul says of himself and the other apostles that 'we have become as the filth of the world, the dregs of all things' (1 Corinthians 4:13).

    In the era of the persecuting emperors in the early church, whenever common disaster struck — famine, shortage, plague, or similar calamity — the people immediately blamed the Christians, saying that they and their wicked religion were the cause. And even though we have true religion maintained in our society, God's poor servants still meet with the same welcome in the world. The wicked everywhere condemn them as deceitful hypocrites, saying that no one is more vile and worthless than they are. If anyone asks how it comes about that the world should slander them so and think so poorly of them, here is the answer. First, believers 'are not of the world' in terms of their condition and standing in grace (John 15:19) — therefore the world hates them. Second, 'the world does not know them' (1 John 3:1) — and therefore speaks evil of what it does not understand (Jude 10). Third, the wicked measure others by their own standard, and therefore despise the godly who refuse to join them in their way of life (1 Peter 4:3). Finally, there is a deep-seated hostility between the offspring of the wicked and the offspring of the church (1 John 3:12). The wicked belong to the evil one, the devil, and must necessarily hate those who are born of God. Therefore, when we see or hear ungodly people abusing God's children in such ways, we should neither be surprised nor troubled by it — it is nothing new, it has been this way from the beginning. Instead, we must pray that God would open their eyes, so that they might turn from their sins to repentance. If they do, they will certainly change their opinion and their behavior toward God's people — as Paul himself did (Galatians 1:13, 15; Acts 9:1, 26).

    Coming to the specific words: the Holy Spirit says, 'the world was not worthy of them' — that is, the community of ungodly people living without Christ and empty of grace were not fit for the company of these holy ones, and for this reason the Lord removed those holy ones from among them.

    Note here a remarkable fruit of true faith: it brings a person to a standing and gives him a worth that makes him more valuable than the entire world. By 'the whole world' I mean all who live in the world outside of Christ. If a person wants genuine and lasting honor, let him pursue true faith — for faith has the privilege of lifting a believer to true dignity and excellence. Our Savior says: 'As many as received Him by faith, to them He gave the right to become children of God.' Being the child of an earthly ruler is considered a great privilege — and so it is. But to be a son of God, who is the King of kings, is a distinction and dignity above all dignities. No tongue can express its greatness. What more could a person desire than to be an heir of glory in everlasting life? And yet true faith brings this to the believer. It is a remarkable honor to be counted alongside angels — and no ruler in the world can achieve this through human wisdom or power. But the child of God can, being joined to God by faith in Christ. In Christ, our nature is in some sense elevated even above the nature of angels.

    Positions of honor and dignity in political and civil life are good gifts of God and His own ordinances, by which some people are placed in higher positions and regarded as above others. Yet all the dignity, honor, and splendor of this world, separated from the dignity that faith brings to the believer, is worth nothing. If worldly honor is joined with faith, it is a great and excellent privilege — for faith makes it acceptable to God. But remove faith from worldly distinctions, and what are they but vanity of vanities? They will only increase the condemnation of those who possess them. If a person has favor in a royal court but lacks the king's personal favor, the court standing means nothing. All earthly dignities are the same without God's favor — they vanish at His displeasure. And no one can have God's favor apart from faith, for 'he who comes to God must believe' (Hebrews 11:6).

    This is a lesson for all who hold positions of honor above others, whether by birth or by calling: above all things, pursue the dignity that comes from faith. When we have something we delight in, we want it to last. The dignity of faith is everlasting. Beyond that, it sanctifies all civil honors and makes those who hold them glorious and acceptable before both God and people. Without faith, these honors amount to nothing — and those who possess them can do nothing with them but abuse them.

    There is also another reason the Holy Spirit says 'the world was not worthy of these men.' Every Christian, through his faith, brings many blessings to the people and places where he lives. The world deserves none of those blessings — and therefore is unworthy of the very people through whom those blessings come.

    Question: How do Christians bring blessings to the places where they live? First, by their very presence. God said to Abraham, the father of the faithful, 'You shall be a blessing' (Genesis 12:3) — and the same is true of all believers. Laban acknowledged that 'he perceived that the Lord had blessed him on account of Jacob' (Genesis 30:27). Potiphar saw that Joseph was a blessing in his household: 'The Lord caused all that he did to prosper' (Genesis 39:2-3). While Lot was in Sodom, the angel could not destroy it (Genesis 19:22). And 'if there had been ten righteous persons in Sodom, the Lord would have spared the whole city for their sake' (Genesis 18:32). By bringing good things and holding back God's judgments through their presence, believers are themselves blessings. Second, they are blessings through their prayers. Abraham prayed for Abimelech (Genesis 20:17-18), and God healed him and his household of barrenness. At Moses' prayer, God's judgments were removed from Egypt (Exodus 7-10, 30) and His wrath toward His people was turned aside (Exodus 32:11, 14). Some also believe that Stephen's prayer for his persecutors at his death (Acts 7:60) was one means of mercy toward Saul, who had consented to that death (Acts 8:1). Third, they bring blessings through their example. When people see godly persons living before them in the fear of God and making it their concern to avoid all sin, it is a powerful means of drawing others away from their wicked ways and into a new life. This is why Peter urges Christians to 'keep your behavior excellent among the Gentiles, so that in the thing in which they slander you as evildoers, they may because of your good deeds, as they observe them, glorify God in the day of visitation' (1 Peter 2:12). He tells godly wives to conduct themselves so purely that 'your husbands may be won without a word by the behavior of their wives, as they observe your chaste and respectful behavior' (1 Peter 3:1-2). And Paul urges the Philippians to 'appear as lights in the world' in the middle of 'a crooked and perverse generation' (Philippians 2:15) — so that those yet to be converted might be won to the truth by observing their manner of life. God once sent a flood on the world for the terrible extent of human sin. Why has He not sent more floods since? Are people not just as wicked now as they were then? Undoubtedly — people today deserve it just as much as those before the flood. Our Savior Christ Himself says that 'as the days of Noah were, so will be the coming of the Son of Man.' Every day, humanity deserves a new flood. Yet the Lord delays the execution of His judgments for a time so that His elect may be gathered and converted. Once that work is complete, heaven and earth will be brought together, and God will not delay a single moment for the sake of anyone else. Every nation and people in the world benefits from God's children — for their sake the Lord restrains His wrath and defers His judgments, including the great judgment of fire by which the world will be consumed at the last day. The world should take note of this — both to move them to repentance for sins that make them unworthy of the company of godly people, and to persuade them toward better treatment of those by whom they are so greatly blessed.

    The Holy Spirit adds that they wandered in deserts and mountains and dens and caves of the earth. These were desolate, uninhabited places — and yet because of the wickedness of the world, God allowed these believers to wander there. We should not think they chose this solitary life voluntarily. They were driven to it by necessity — forced by persecution to flee into the wilderness to save their lives and keep a good conscience.

    This corrects a widespread error that dominated many earlier centuries and is still held by Roman Catholics today: the idea that living as a monk or hermit outside of all society, in some remote place, entirely devoted to contemplation — and doing so voluntarily — represents a state of perfection, and that by living this way a person can merit eternal life from God. But these believers neither voluntarily chose this solitary life nor pursued it with any thought of merit. They were driven to it by necessity. And indeed, this kind of life has no support in God's word. Every Christian is a member of two kingdoms: Christ's kingdom of grace, and the particular civil community in which he lives. For this reason every Christian has a twofold calling — a temporal calling and a spiritual calling. He must walk faithfully in both for as long as he is able, fulfilling the duties of both a child of God and a member of his community. When a person voluntarily withdraws to live a solitary life, he abandons his temporal calling entirely and fulfills his spiritual calling only negligently — withdrawing himself from many duties of godliness through which others could have been helped toward God. No one can do this with a clear conscience.

    Also notice the places where these believers were forced to wander: deserts, caves, and dens — places where wild animals live. And yet they lived there, because people would not allow them to live among them. Note well that sometimes more mercy can be found among wild and savage animals than with certain people. This is how merciless the wicked can be when God withdraws from them and leaves them to themselves. The lions treated Daniel better than Darius's courtiers and servants did (Daniel 6). Lazarus found more kindness from the dogs at the gate of Dives's house than from Dives himself or anyone in his household (Luke 16:21). This should teach us to check sin at the very start and not allow it to take root and grow. If sin takes hold and reigns in us, it will make us worse than brute animals — as cruel as the devil himself, as we see in the world's treatment of these believers.

    We see before us the condition of true believers under many and severe hardships. We must take careful note of this to prepare ourselves for times of adversity that God may bring upon us. We must not regard being under the cross as a cursed condition. Here we see that the faith of God's servants is commended precisely for enduring nine different kinds of suffering. If this seems like only a small number, we should know that through these examples the Holy Spirit is describing the condition of His church to the end of time — for these things were written as examples for us. Therefore if calamities come, and miseries befall us severe enough to push us toward despair — as if God had abandoned us — we must remember that God did not abandon these children of His in their calamities, and He will not abandon us either. That is enough on this last example.

    Verse 39. And all these, having gained approval through their faith, did not receive what was promised.


    Having laid out at length a worthy and notable catalog of examples of faith from believers who lived from the beginning of the world to the time of the Maccabees, the Holy Spirit now returns — for their further commendation — to what He had said earlier in verses 2 and 13 of this chapter. In saying that 'by faith they all gained approval,' His meaning is that they believed in the true Messiah and looked to Him alone for salvation. On account of this they were approved by God Himself, who gave testimony of it — partly through His word, partly through His Spirit in their consciences, and partly through His church. Through all these means they were commended and assured of being God's servants. And yet, despite this good testimony, 'they did not receive what was promised' — that is, the promise of Christ's actual coming in the flesh in their own day. They truly received Christ by faith and so saw His day — but His actual incarnation, His coming in the flesh, they did not live to see.

    From the statement that 'by faith they obtained testimony,' first observe that there is nothing in a person that makes him acceptable to God except faith alone. God shows no favoritism. He does not accept a person because he is a king, or wise, or wealthy, or powerful. But if a person believes, the Lord is ready to testify on his behalf that He is pleased with him. In light of this, we must all labor earnestly, above all other things, to obtain true faith in Christ — so that we may have God's approval. Without it, there is no salvation to be hoped for.

    Second, from this we learn the right way to gain approval and good standing with other people — something many desire greatly, and which God's children should not despise. The way is this: first labor to gain approval with God. This can only be obtained through true and living faith, as we have seen. When God approves of a person, He holds the hearts of all people in His hands and turns them where He wills. If it serves His glory, He will cause people to esteem and speak well of the one who believes.

    Many people do gain great praise in the world while caring nothing for true faith. But in the end, that praise will turn to their shame — for the Lord says, 'Those who honor Me I will honor, but those who despise Me will be lightly esteemed' (1 Samuel 2:30).

    Finally, from the fact that all these worthy people obtained God's approval and yet did not receive the promise, we learn that those of us living in the church today are far more obligated in conscience to believe than those who lived under the Old Testament. They did not receive the promise of Christ's incarnation — and yet they believed. We have received it. Therefore let us in the fear of God labor for true faith. But some will say: why keep talking about faith? We all believe. The truth is, we say so with our mouths. But true and sound faith in the heart is a rare thing. Gross and obvious ignorance abounds everywhere, yet people insist they are good believers — which is impossible. How can there be faith without knowledge? And just as people are ignorant, they have no desire to learn or to acquire the knowledge that would bring them to true faith. Their hearts are entirely consumed with the world, with profit and pleasure, leaving no time to seek after this precious gift of faith. Even among those who do have knowledge, true faith is rare. For faith purifies the heart, it is joined with a good conscience, and it shows itself through obedience flowing from love. Leaving the state of people's hearts to God — where is the person who lives according to what he knows? Can we not honestly say of many that what enters one ear goes straight out the other? And among those who learn and retain something, there is little concern to practice it in life.

    But we must know this: if we want to be approved by God, we must believe. As long as we remain ignorant — or, having knowledge, fail to join obedience with it from a good conscience — we have no spark of true faith in us. We may make a show of faith and lead the world to think we believe. But this will prove to be a very dead faith. In the end, at the final reckoning, it will be exposed as nothing more than lip-faith and presumption. To conclude this point: unless we obtain true faith as these believers had — and show it through good fruits as they did — they themselves will rise up in judgment against us to condemn us at the last day. For they believed, though the grounds of faith were not laid out for them as clearly as they have been for us. Therefore, let those who lack knowledge pursue it. And let those who have knowledge join obedience to it, so that the faith of their hearts may be seen in the fruits of their lives. For true faith cannot remain hidden — it will break out in good works.

    Verse 40. God having provided something better for us, so that apart from us they would not be made perfect.


    Someone might wonder greatly that men who received God's own testimony for their faith did not nevertheless receive the promise. Here the Holy Spirit gives the reason: it was God's good pleasure to ordain that Christ would become flesh at the time most fitting for the complete consummation of the whole church, comprising Gentiles as well as Jews. Though these ancient believers lived long before us in time, God arranged Christ's incarnation so fittingly for us that they would not reach their perfect consummation in glory apart from us.

    The exposition: 'God having provided something better for us.' The word translated 'provided' in the original properly means 'foreseeing,' and within that meaning is also included God's decree and ordination. We should know that the ability to foresee events many thousands of years before they occur is a unique attribute belonging to the true God alone. No created being can do this on its own. And yet it is accurate to say that this attribute of foreseeing is applied to God not in the most precise sense but in terms we can understand. Speaking in the strictest sense, God cannot be said to 'foresee' anything — because all things are equally present to Him, whether past or future.

    This foreknowledge in God distinguishes the true God from all false gods — indeed, from all created beings. The true God foresees all things that are to come; no created being can do the same. Some creatures do foresee and foretell certain things — but even in this they fall short of the divine attribute. God foresees all things by Himself, without signs, causes, or outward means. Creatures can foresee only some things, and never by their own power — only through signs and outward causes, or by revelation from God. No created being can foresee future events in any other way.

    As we said, this foreknowledge in God includes His decree and ordination. Things come to pass as they do because God ordained them. This shows that God's foreknowledge is not passive but active and joined to His will. For as Matthew 10:29-30 shows, not a hair can fall from our heads nor a sparrow land on the ground apart from His will. Just as all things come to pass in time, God before all ages willed — that is, decreed and appointed — that they would be. Under this broad scope of God's will and decree, we must include even the sinful actions of men. God does not merely foresee them; He decrees that they will take place, and in a sense wills them — though not as acts He performs Himself, but as acts He allows others to perform. When Judas betrayed Christ, and when Pilate and the wicked Jewish leaders condemned and mocked Him, they sinned terribly. And yet in doing so 'they did only what Your hand and Your purpose predestined to occur.'

    This point, properly considered, refutes the view of those who acknowledge God's foreknowledge over all things — both good and evil — but then exclude sin from within the scope of His decree and ordination. Here we see that God's foreknowledge includes His decree. Nothing comes to pass simply without His will. Though many things are done against His revealed will, nothing can come to pass without His sovereign will. 'He works all things after the counsel of His will' — doing Himself what is good, and willingly permitting evil to be done by others for good purposes.

    But what did God foresee and provide for us? Something better — that is, in His eternal purpose God provided a better condition for His church in the New Testament than He gave to believers in the Old.

    From this we learn that just as God has His general providence by which He governs all things, so He has His special and particular providence by which He provides and brings about, in all things, what is best for His church. In the Old Testament, God gave His church what was fitting for that time. But knowing that the church in the New Testament would in certain respects have a better condition than the church of the Old Testament, He provided for it a better state. Just as in His eternal wisdom He foresees what is best for all conditions and all times, so in His providence He accomplishes and brings it to pass.

    'For us' — that is, for the church in the New Testament. Note here that God's church, and its condition in the New Testament, is better than it was in the Old Testament before Christ's coming. The Holy Spirit states this plainly, so no further proof is needed.

    Question: In what sense is the church's condition better now than it was then? It is true that God gave the covenant of grace from the very beginning, to our first parents in the Garden of Eden. The heart of that covenant was: 'The seed of the woman shall crush the serpent's head.' God renewed and revived this covenant to His church in every age down to the present. Both circumcision and the Passover were seals of this covenant — just as our sacraments are. In substance they do not differ. The free gift of grace in Christ belonged to the Old Testament believers as much as to us. The believing Jews in their sacraments 'ate the same spiritual food and drank the same spiritual drink' as we do (as the apostle confirms in 1 Corinthians 10:3). And believers then obtained the same eternal life that we obtain now by faith. And yet, if we consider the manner in which the covenant of grace was administered in God's church — how it was presented to God's people — the New Testament church far surpasses the Old Testament church. In fact, the superiority of the church under the gospel consists in five things especially.

    First, in the Old Testament, spiritual and heavenly blessings were set before the church in the form of earthly and temporal blessings. This is plain from God's dealings with the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob — He promised them the earthly blessing of the land of Canaan, by which He signified the gift of everlasting life in the kingdom of heaven. But in the New Testament, everlasting life is promised to the believer directly and plainly, without such types or figures.

    Second, in the Old Testament, Christ was shown and signified to the people through ceremonies, rites, and types — many in number and some dark and obscure in meaning. But now those types and ceremonies have been abolished. The shadow has given way to the substance. In place of those dim signs and figures, we have two clear and accessible sacraments. More plainly still: in the Old Testament, the covenant of grace was sealed by the blood of lambs as signs pointing to the blood of Christ. But now, in His church in the New Testament, Christ Himself has sealed His covenant with His own blood.

    Third, in the Old Testament all the knowledge they possessed was centered in the Law, and their understanding of the gospel was dim and very limited. But in the New Testament, not only is the Law made clear — the full supernatural knowledge of the gospel has been revealed.

    Fourth, the Law was committed and proclaimed to one nation and people only. But the gospel has been spread and preached throughout the entire world.

    And fifth, the church in the Old Testament believed in a Christ who was yet to come. The church now believes in a Christ who has already come and been revealed in the flesh. In all these respects, the church in the New Testament surpasses the church of the Old.

    When the text says 'God having provided something better for us,' we should not understand this as referring to all five of those advantages, but specifically to the first and the last — namely, the actual coming of Christ in the flesh. Christ himself makes this clear in Luke 10:23-24: 'Blessed are the eyes which see the things you see, for I say to you that many prophets and kings wished to see the things you see, and did not see them.' What He refers to is the incarnation of Christ. That this is such a great privilege for the New Testament is shown by old Simeon. When he had seen Christ in the temple according to the promise given to him, he sang to God (Luke 2:29): 'Now, Lord, You are releasing Your bond-servant to depart in peace, according to Your word; for my eyes have seen Your salvation.' As if he were saying: Lord, I have now lived long enough — let me depart in peace, for I have now seen Your Christ, my Savior. We see that this was a matter of complete soul-satisfaction for him — and it was something that believers under the Law never saw.

    From this we must learn our duty. If our condition is now better than that of the Old Testament, and if we enjoy privileges that were denied to God's ancient servants before and under the Law, then we certainly ought to strive to surpass them in grace and obedience. For every person's account will be proportional to what he has received. He who receives five talents must account for more than he who receives two. Where God is more abundant in His mercy, He looks for a corresponding response of thankfulness and obedience. We surpass the ancient church in five respects — and therefore we must stir our hearts to surpass it in grace and obedience as well. But if, despite all these advantages, we fall short of them in these things, our situation is dangerous and our punishment will be greater. For those who had fewer privileges will stand as witnesses against us if they exceed us in obedience.

    'That apart from us they would not be made perfect' — that is, would not be fully glorified. Here is the reason why Christ was not revealed in their days. All true believers before Christ were indeed justified and sanctified, and their souls were received into glory before ours. Yet they must not reach their final perfection in soul and body ahead of us — we must all be perfected together. God brings this about in the following way: all must be perfected in Christ. But He did not will Christ to come and suffer until the fullness of time arrived — 'in these last days' (Hebrews 1:2), as the apostle says — so that believers living in these last days would have time to be born, called, justified, and sanctified, and thus be glorified together with those who lived before. If Christ had suffered in the days of Abraham or David or thereabouts, the end of the world would necessarily have come far sooner. For it had been foretold that Christ would come in the latter ages of the world (1 Peter 1:20). Had the world ended sooner, there would have been no time for all the elect who now live, or who will yet live, to be born and called. For their sake, therefore, Christ's coming was deferred until the fullness of time. I believe this is the meaning of these words.

    Since the Holy Spirit says here that the members of Christ in the New Testament must be perfected together with all the ancient believers of the Old, we must be warned to model ourselves on these ancient fathers in the sharing of grace and the practice of obedience in this life. For how can we expect to be glorified with them after this life, if we are not like them in grace now? Christ tells His followers that 'many will come from east and west and sit down with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven' (Matthew 8:11-12) — because they were followers of these patriarchs in faith. Meanwhile, 'the sons of the kingdom' — many Jews by birth, born within the church — 'will be cast into outer darkness.' If Christ denies glory to the very children and descendants of these ancient believers, because they did not follow them in grace and obedience, how can we — who are by nature sinners from among the Gentiles — expect to be glorified with them, unless we conform ourselves to them in grace and obedience? That is enough on these examples of faith. Something must now be added from the next chapter, since there the Holy Spirit draws on all these worthy examples.


  A Commentary upon Part of the 12th Chapter to the Hebrews

  • • •

    Verse 1. Therefore, since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside every encumbrance and the sin which so easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us.

    In these words the Holy Spirit presents a powerful exhortation to Christians of the New Testament: they should labor to remain constant in the profession of the faith — that is, in holding to, embracing, and believing true Christian religion. The argument runs like this: the saints of God in the Old Testament were constant in the faith; therefore, you who live in the New Testament must likewise be constant in the faith. The first part of the argument is established through all the examples in the preceding chapter. The conclusion is contained in this first verse. Two things can be observed here: an exhortation to constancy in true religion, and the means or way to attain it. The exhortation is drawn from the preceding examples, which are all applied here as models and guides for our own constancy and perseverance in the faith: 'Since we have so great a cloud of witnesses surrounding us' — that is, since Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, and all the rest of the holy fathers, who are like a cloud of witnesses to us (that is, lights and guides going before us), were constant in true religion — both in faith in God's promises and in obedience to His commands — we also must be constant in the faith. The means to attain this constancy consists in three duties, set down in the words that follow: 'Let us lay aside,' and so on.

    Regarding the exhortation: first, in general, the very fact that it is drawn from the preceding examples teaches us this important duty: every member of God's church must apply to himself the instructions given — whether in general doctrines or in particular examples. This is why the Holy Spirit does not say, 'Let the Galatians or the Corinthians' — which were prominent churches — 'be constant in the faith.' He says 'let us' — that is, 'you Hebrews, together with myself, be constant in the faith, following the example of your ancient fathers.' It is said of the ancient Jews that many of them heard God's word, but it was not profitable to them because it was not mixed with faith. What does it mean to mix the word with faith? It means not only receiving it by faith — believing it to be true — but also by that same hand of faith applying it to one's own soul, heart, and life. And without question, when God's word is applied to a person's own particular situation, it has great power and fruit — both in forming right understanding and in reforming life. But this is hard to do, and it is rare to find anyone who sincerely applies to himself either general doctrines or particular examples. We all tend to shift the application to others, saying, 'This would be a good lesson for so-and-so, if only he were here to hear it.' Meanwhile, what benefit do we gain for our own souls? The word not applied to ourselves does us no good. It is like medicine not taken, or food not eaten. This is why, though we hear much, we profit little from the ministry of God's word. We must therefore learn to follow Mary's example, who 'pondered Christ's words and laid them up in her own heart.' When an exhortation is given, we must not push it away and lay it on the shoulders of others. We must apply it to ourselves and take it to our own hearts, saying, 'This instruction is for me.' By doing this, we would undoubtedly experience greater blessings from the preaching of the word than we do now. To motivate us to do this, let us consider that Satan our bitter enemy — who seeks nothing but our destruction — is most active in hindering this very application, whether in the minister's delivery or in a person's own conscience. For example: when a minister, drawing on God's word, corrects an error in thinking or a failure in conduct, those who hear and are guilty of that thing ought to say, 'This is my error, my fault — now I have been corrected and reproved.' And if people would do this, God would undoubtedly make it effective for them in time. But instead of this personal application — whether through our own corruption, or Satan's suggestion, or both — we shift it away from ourselves and say, 'Now he is reproaching so-and-so; he is speaking against such and such a person.' Satan, by his own preference, would never have a person apply the word rightly to himself. Therefore, since Satan is so active in this deception — making a person shift an exhortation or rebuke away from himself and onto others — we must be all the more careful to apply it to ourselves and bring it to our own consciences. If we do, we will find it to be a word of power, able to reform both the failures of our lives and the errors of our thinking.

    Now, looking more carefully at the reason given. We must be constant in the faith because 'we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses.' Here the ancient fathers of the Old Testament, who in the preceding chapter were commended for their faith, are compared first to a cloud, then to a cloud that surrounds us, and finally to a cloud of witnesses.

    They are compared to a cloud — as I understand it — by reference to the cloud that directed and led the Israelites in the wilderness. When they came out of Egypt and spent forty years in the desert of Arabia, all that time they were directed by a pillar of cloud by day (Exodus 13:21). Just as that cloud guided the Israelites out of the bondage of Egypt toward the land of Canaan, so this company of famous believers directs all the true members of God's church in the New Testament along the right path from the kingdom of darkness to the spiritual Canaan — the kingdom of heaven. This is the true reason why these worthy believers are compared to a cloud.

    Notice further: they are called a cloud — but what kind of cloud? A cloud surrounding us. They are called a surrounding cloud because of the great multitude of believers — so that whichever way a person turns, he sees believers on every side. And they are said to surround us because they give us direction in the course of the Christian life, just as the cloud directed the Israelites in the wilderness.

    The fact that the whole company of believers is called 'a cloud surrounding us' answers a common objection raised by those who temporize about religion. They argue: there are so many different religions today that no one can know which to embrace, and therefore it is better to commit to none until one can be certain which is the true one. This carnal reasoning is answered here. However much variety of opinion may exist among Christians on certain points, on the substance of religion they all agree. For the company of believers in this world is like a cloud going before us, showing us the right path to take toward the kingdom of heaven. Second, the fact that these ancient believers are called 'a cloud surrounding us' teaches us that just as the Israelites followed the cloud in the wilderness from Egypt to Canaan, so we must follow the example of these ancient believing fathers and prophets to the kingdom of heaven. It is remarkable to see how the Israelites followed that cloud. They never set out until it moved before them. When it stood still, they stood still also — even if it remained for two years at a time. When it began to move, they moved with it. In the same way, we must set before our eyes as a pattern for life the worthy examples of believers in the Old Testament. For 'whatever was written was written for our instruction.' We must therefore be followers of them in faith, obedience, and other graces of God — and in doing so we will be guided to everlasting life in the spiritual Canaan, the kingdom of heaven. Yet we must not follow them without discernment. All of them had their weaknesses, and some had serious faults that stained their record and partly dimmed their commendation. We must follow them specifically in the practice of faith and the other graces of God. The cloud that guided the Israelites had two parts — a light side and a dark side. The Egyptians, who were enemies of God's people, saw only the dark side, and following that they rushed into the Red Sea and drowned. The Israelites, following the light side, passed through safely. In the same way, these believers had two aspects: their sins, which are their dark side — if we follow these, we cast our souls into great danger and destruction. And their faith and other graces of God, which are their light side, and which we must follow as our guiding light. If we do this carefully, it will bring us safely to the kingdom of heaven. So Paul urges the Corinthians to be followers of him — but not absolutely in everything, only 'as I follow Christ.' In the same way we must follow the fathers, as they walked in faith in Christ.

    Furthermore, they are 'a cloud of witnesses' — an enormous multitude of witnesses. They are called witnesses for two reasons: first, because they confirmed by their own blood the faith they professed; and second, because they all testified to the truth of true religion — partly by what they said and partly by how they lived. Every member of Christ is a witness in this sense — as the Lord often refers to the believing Israelites as 'My witnesses.' Question: How did these believers come to be God's witnesses? The answer is simple: they testified to the truth and excellence of God's holy religion, both in word and in deed, in the whole manner of their lives.

    Since those in the Old Testament were Christ's witnesses, this fact must first stir up all ignorant people to pursue faith diligently and learn true religion. If anything will move a person to become genuinely religious, this should: out of all the world, God chooses faithful people to be His witnesses — to testify of His religion to others. If a person were told that some great and powerful ruler would honor him by calling him to bear witness to the truth on his behalf, he would be overjoyed and count it a great honor. How much more then should we pursue knowledge, faith, and obedience in true religion — so that we might become witnesses for the Lord our God? If it is an honor to be a witness for an earthly ruler, what a remarkable privilege it is for a poor, sinful person to become a witness for the truth of the living God, who is King of kings, and whose word requires no human confirmation? This should drive all of us to pursue knowledge, faith, and the real power of religion. But if we remain in our ignorance and never labor to learn, then these servants of God who believed in the Old Testament will stand up and testify against us at the day of judgment. They had far fewer advantages than we have — and yet they became the most faithful witnesses.

    Second, this should teach us to be careful that as we profess Christ in words, so we also confess Him in reality — showing the power of His grace at work in us. By this true confession of Christ we become His witnesses. But when we confess Christ in words while denying Him in life and practice, we become unfaithful witnesses — we say one thing and do another. In a court of law, if a person said one thing on one occasion and the opposite on another, he would not be received as a witness. He would be challenged as unreliable, bringing discredit to his friend's cause and shame on himself. It is the same in Christ's cause: if we profess in words while denying in practice, we discredit Christ and His profession, and bring lasting shame on ourselves. Therefore we must be careful not only in words and in our thinking, but in life and conduct, to make a true and consistent confession of Christ and His truth. That is enough on the exhortation.

    Now follows the second point in this verse: the way God's church and people are to put this worthy exhortation into practice — how to remain constant in the faith. This consists in three duties: First, they must lay aside what weighs them down. Second, they must lay aside the sin that clings so tightly — the sin that so readily entangles them. Third, they must run with endurance the race that is set before them. Whoever in God's church — whether Jew or Gentile — can carry out these three things will undoubtedly be able to follow the Holy Spirit's counsel and remain constant in the faith to the end. I will address each of these in order.

    The first duty is this: we must lay aside what weighs us down — cast off the burden (which is the meaning of the word in the original), the burden that so presses down the poor Christian that he cannot move forward in the course of godliness and the Christian life. By 'burden' or 'weight' we must understand five things: first, love of this earthly life; second, anxiety over earthly matters; third, wealth and material prosperity; fourth, worldly honor and social advancement; fifth, worldly pleasures and entertainments. All five of these lie heavy on the soul like heavy weights, pressing it down — especially when the soul ought to be lifting itself up to seek heavenly things. In the parable of the sower, riches, pleasures, and cares for the things of this life are called thorns that choke the word of God in a person's heart and make it unfruitful. Overindulgence and drunkenness are said to 'weigh down the heart and make it heavy.' It would be easy to demonstrate from many passages that all five of these things press down the heart — especially when it should be lifting itself up toward heavenly things.

    From the fact that these five things are heavy burdens, we can understand why, in our own day, even where the gospel of Christ is published, preached, and explained, it takes so little hold in people's hearts — whether we look at understanding or at heartfelt obedience. God's word is a word of power, mighty in its working. Why then does the ground remain barren where it is sown? Why does it not make people learned and godly? The answer is this: wherever the word of God is preached — especially among us — these five things possess people's hearts and occupy all their thoughts and affections. As a result, after years of preaching there is little fruit or benefit — neither in knowledge nor in obedience. Where the heart is pressed down by the weight of earthly things, the word of God cannot take root or bear fruit. This is the general condition among us. Though we hear God's word year after year, and could grow in knowledge and obedience if we would, many show little sign of either. The cause is these worldly concerns that have taken over our hearts. This is the certain truth: as long as our hearts are devoted to the greedy pursuit of earthly things — honor, pleasures, and the rest — the ground of our hearts will remain barren. The good seed of God's word may be sown there, but little fruit will come of it — only briars and weeds, which will only increase our condemnation.

    Furthermore, since love of earthly life and anxiety over earthly things are such heavy burdens — pressing the heart down from heaven to earth and making it dull, troubled, and spiritually dead — we must learn to regularly lift our minds and hearts up to God. We do this partly through meditation in His word, partly through calling on His name, and partly through thanksgiving. To do these things well, we must set apart some specific time each day for this particular work — so that we can say with David, 'Lord, I lift up my soul to You' (Psalm 25:1). David was familiar with this practice, as was Daniel. Both followed this rhythm, as we can read in Psalm 55:17: 'Evening and morning and at noon I will pray and cry aloud.' Daniel prayed to God three times a day, calling on Him earnestly and sincerely with thanksgiving. We have good reason to do the same. We live in a world full of countless pressing concerns that drag our hearts away from looking up to heaven. We must therefore frequently practice holy meditation and prayer, so that we may lift our souls to God above the things of this world. To use an apt comparison: those who maintain clocks know that if they want the clock to keep running, they must wind up the weights once or twice a day — because the weights are constantly pulling downward. In the same way, our hearts have lead weights — worldly cares and desires — pressing them down from seeking what is above. We must do with our hearts what the clockkeeper does with his weights: wind them up toward God every day. For this reason, we must set apart specific time to do so in holy exercises. Why does God command the seventh day to be set apart and kept holy, free from bodily work and worldly concerns? Undoubtedly for this purpose: to cause people to lift their hearts from all earthly things and seek what is above. Without this, if the mind were always pressed down by worldly cares, it could never attain the joys of heaven. A person who makes no effort on the Lord's Day to lift his heart to heaven through prayer, the hearing of God's word, and meditation on it cannot possibly have genuine soundness in religion, or a heart firmly settled on heavenly things.

    Third, from the Holy Spirit's instruction to lay aside 'the weight that presses down,' we learn how and to what extent we should use the things of this life — riches, honors, lawful pleasures, and all earthly blessings. We should use them insofar as they help us in the course of religion and in the practice of godliness and virtue — but no further. When we find by experience that these earthly things become a burden, pressing us down and making us unfit for spiritual exercises, we must set them aside and abstain from them. This is the moderation we must practice with earthly things. The main purpose every person must keep in view in all things is this: that God may be glorified. To glorify God, a person must walk in the ways of godliness and true religion. Therefore, insofar as riches and earthly goods help us in Christian religion and godliness, we should use them and thereby give glory to God. But when they hinder us, we must leave them and cast them off. When a sailor is at sea in a severe storm and sees his ship too heavily loaded, he will throw overboard whatever goods he can — first the heaviest, and at last even the most precious jewels on board, rather than lose the ship itself. We must do the same on the sea of this world. When we see that riches, honors, and lawful pleasures are making us unfit and resistant to the exercises of devotion and religion — away with them. We must cast them off, however dear they may be to us. That is enough on the first duty.

    The second duty we must perform for constancy in religion is this: we must lay aside the sin that clings so tightly — or, as the words may better be rendered, the sin that is so ready to entangle us on every side. By 'sin' here we must not understand actual sin — the practice of ungodliness in outward life and conduct. We must understand original sin: the corruption of nature in which all people are conceived and born. This original sin is said to be 'ready to entangle us' because, as Paul says of himself, 'when I want to do what is good, evil is right there with me; for the good that I want to do I do not do, but I practice the very evil that I do not want to do.' It is said to 'entangle us on every side' because whatever a person desires, feels, or purposes in his heart, original sin corrupts and defiles it. And whatever a person attempts to carry out in action, it likewise pollutes it. As a result, we can truly say that all the thoughts, affections, intentions, and purposes — yes, and every action — of God's children are mixed and stained with the corruption of this sin. This is what hinders God's own dear servants and children from pressing on in the course of godliness and Christianity as they would wish. Either they fall many times in the journey, or if they stand, they still often stagger and move forward only feebly and haltingly.

    From the Holy Spirit's statement that 'original sin entangles the believer,' several important observations follow. First, this powerfully refutes certain errors maintained by the Church of Rome. They teach that after a person is regenerated by God's Spirit, there is nothing in him that God can justly find offensive — and they pronounce a curse on all who hold otherwise. To support the doctrine that original sin after regeneration is not truly sin, they say it is no more sin than tinder is fire: tinder in itself is not fire, but it is very ready to burst into flame at the slightest opportunity. But this view is overturned here by what the Holy Spirit says: that the believing Hebrews — that is, God's church — must 'cast away this sin.' It is plain that even after regeneration, by which a person receives the Spirit of sanctification and adoption, sin still remains in him. For this sin is most ready and capable of hindering him in the course of Christianity and godliness. If sin were not truly sin, it would have lost its nature and quality. And if it had lost its own quality, it would not be so ready to hinder a person in godliness — in thought, word, and deed. It is therefore manifest that in a regenerate person there is still genuine sin. However free he may be from the guilt and punishment of sin, the corruption remains in him still — though greatly weakened through sanctification.

    Observe also that many people's view of their own sanctification is mistaken. Some have believed that a person can be perfectly sanctified in this life and have original sin entirely abolished. This is entirely false. The Hebrew church had in it men as distinguished for godliness and sanctification as any in our own day. The author of this letter was undoubtedly a man who had received a great measure of sanctifying grace — and yet, including himself among them, he exhorts the Hebrews: 'Let us lay aside the burden and the sin that is so ready to entangle us.' Did the apostle and these Christians still have sin in them? Yes — otherwise the Holy Spirit would never have told them to cast it off. It would be pointless to command people to put off something they did not have. Therefore they were not perfectly sanctified — and indeed no person ever has been or ever will be perfectly sanctified in this life, with the sole exception of Christ. We should not be surprised that no one in this life is perfect. We should rather be amazed that God has given any of us even a drop of genuine grace, wretched sinners that we are.

    God himself has given good reasons why people should not be perfect in this life. First: if a person were perfectly sanctified in this life, he would be perfectly righteous in himself even before God, and could be saved — but not by free grace and mercy alone in Christ. Christ would then not be a complete and sole Savior, but merely a means of conveying saving grace into the person, by which that person would then save himself. But Christ is our complete and only righteousness by which we are justified and saved. The corruption that remains in us — not fully put to death until the hour of death — teaches us this very truth. Second, whatever grace we receive from God comes through faith, which God works in us. And as things stand with us in faith, so they stand with us in all other graces. But even in the best believer, faith in this life is imperfect and mixed with much doubt. Therefore all the other gifts and graces that come through faith — righteousness, repentance, sanctification — are also imperfect in this life.

    From the fact that sanctification in this life is imperfect, we learn — in refutation of another error of the Church of Rome — that no one can stand justified before God's tribunal seat by inherent righteousness. What we call sanctification, the Roman Catholics call 'the justification of a sinner,' dividing justification into two parts. The first is by which a sinner is made good — through the forgiveness of sins and the infusing of inward righteousness, consisting chiefly in hope and charity. The second is by which a good person is made better and more righteous — and this, they say, can proceed from the merit of one's own works of grace, and by this a person stands righteous before God. But however our graces stand now, they will stand the same way at the last day. If they are imperfect now and therefore unable to justify us before God, they will be found equally imperfect for that purpose then — unless we imagine that God will at the last day accept imperfect righteousness. Their doctrine is therefore both false and terrifying. Who would dare risk the salvation of his soul on his own righteousness? We do not deny that God accepts our sanctification. But we deny that it is the ground of our justification to life. That ground is the obedience and righteousness of Jesus Christ alone — accepted by God on our behalf and made ours by faith. Only that is adequate to meet the full demands of the law.

    Third, this also exposes the error of those who hold that original sin is not a quality but an essence or substance that exists independently in a person. Here we can plainly see a difference between a person's body and soul on the one hand and the original sin that entangles them on the other — for the Holy Spirit would not tell us to cast off this sin if it were the same thing as our substance. A person cannot cast off what is part of his own substance. To make this clearer, we should understand that in every person descended from Adam there are three things: first, the substance of his soul and body; second, the powers and faculties belonging to both; and third, the corruption or disordered tendency in those powers and faculties, by which a person fails to conform to his Creator's will and is prone to evil. This third thing is what is spoken of here — it is distinct from human substance and faculties, and is not itself a substance in a person but a corrupt disposition within that person. Fourth, from this we also learn what a regenerate person most strongly feels in himself: original sin, the corruption of his nature. It clings tightly and hinders him in all good duties. Paul knew this well. He confesses that he saw 'a different law in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin which is in my members' (Romans 7:23). This caused him to leave undone the good he wanted to do, and to do the evil he did not want to do (verse 19). David felt the same thing when he said, 'I will run the way of Your commandments, when You enlarge my heart.' Why does David speak of his heart being enlarged? Because he felt this original sin narrowing and constricting his good desires, so that he could not direct them toward God's law as fully as he wished. And when he says (Psalm 51:12), 'Restore to me the joy of Your salvation and sustain me with a willing spirit,' he is telling us that original corruption held back his Christian freedom and hindered him in all good desires, holy actions, and heavenly meditation — which is why he prays for freedom and liberty through the Spirit. It is clear, then, that God's servant feels this corruption clogging and hindering him from all good duties.

    First, this serves to warn all those at ease who have never felt sin as a clog or burden — their situation is dangerous. To every child of God, original corruption is a grievous burden. But speak with a person who has no saving grace, and ask what imperfections and lacks he feels in himself. His answer is that he has never felt hindered by any corruption in all his life. He has never felt doubt or lack of love toward God or his neighbor. He feels no pride of heart, no guile or hypocrisy, no vain desire for praise. If we take such people at their word, they are angels walking among men. But in truth they are blind, ignorant, and terribly deceived by Satan. Every one of God's servants in this life continually mourns the corruption of their nature, crying out against original sin for hindering them in the good they want to do and driving them to do the evil they hate. These people who are never troubled by corruption — who think they have grace at command — are in a fearful condition. Their minds are still blinded, their hearts hardened. They are dead in sin, dwelling in darkness to this very hour. If they continue this way to death, they will find that sin will unmask itself — and then they will know what sin means, and feel its terror and weight when it is too late. Like the foolish virgins, they will discover what the lack of oil means only when the doors have been shut.

    Second, this shows us what the actual condition of God's child is in this life. He is not a person who feels no corruption — perfectly sanctified and freed from all sin. He is one who feels the burden of corruption hindering him in his Christian course, under which he sighs and groans, laboring by every good means to be freed from it and cast it off. It is a great comfort for a person to sense God's graces in himself — faith, love, repentance, sanctification, and such things. But no child of God can always or only feel the comfort of grace. Most of the time he will be troubled by sin — if he is truly God's child. And if, feeling it, he is displeased with himself and strives to be relieved of it, this is a certain sign of his blessed condition.

    Fifth, this command to 'lay aside the sin that weighs us down' teaches every child of God to labor earnestly for the guidance and government of God's Spirit. We have within us original corruption that, like an armed enemy, surrounds us and hinders every good thing we attempt. We must therefore pray to God daily to guide us by His good Spirit. Because of the corruption of our nature and the deceitfulness of sin, we will utterly fail unless God's Spirit governs us — in the thoughts of our hearts, the words of our mouths, and the actions of our lives. David knew this well, and therefore prayed to the Lord 'for Your good Spirit to lead me on level ground' (Psalm 143:10).

    Finally, because we carry this corruption of nature within us, we must 'guard our hearts with all diligence' and keep careful watch over them. Solomon says: 'Watch over your heart with all diligence' (Proverbs 4:23). Why does Solomon give this command? For a very specific reason: every person while he lives on earth is surrounded by his own corrupt nature, which — like a traitor within the house — seeks to hand the heart over into Satan's possession and so rob God of what is rightfully His. The heart is also a person's treasury, from which all actions — good and bad — proceed. If it is well kept and guarded, the Lord will dwell there and life-giving things will flow from it. But if it is left open for corruption to enter and take hold, it becomes a dwelling place for the devil.

    If a city were surrounded by fierce enemies, the inhabitants would set guards at every point to keep the enemy out. In the same way, since original sin surrounds us like a relentless enemy seeking our destruction by one means or another, we must work to have our hearts guarded by a watchfulness of grace — so that our corruption does not open the door for Satan to dwell there or gain any foothold.

    But someone may ask: how do we get a guard that can keep our hearts this way?

    The answer: we must labor to have God's word dwell richly in our hearts, where — as the scepter of Christ, upheld by the grace of faith — it rules our wills and affections and brings every thought into obedience to Christ. In such a heart, Christ dwells — and He is stronger than Satan. There, corruption cannot open the door to Satan, and Satan cannot enter. All is safe. And the actions that flow from such a heart will be the fruit of life — holy and pleasing to God.

    That is enough on the second point.

    The third duty required for our continuance in the faith is this: we must run with endurance the race that is set before us. In these words the Holy Spirit borrows a comparison from foot races. We can picture it this way: the race the Holy Spirit sets before us is the race of Christian religion. Those who must run it are all Christians — men and women, high and low, with no one excluded. The prize and crown we run for is everlasting glory. The judge of the runners is the Lord Himself, who has appointed this race for every Christian in this life and who will reward everyone who runs it well.

    From this comparison we can observe many good lessons. First, since Christian religion is compared to a race, we learn that everyone who professes religion must press forward in it — growing in knowledge, faith, godliness, and every grace of God. A person running a physical race must neither stand still nor turn back, for he will never reach the finish line and win the prize. He must keep moving forward. In the same way, every Christian must press forward in grace, 'straining toward what is ahead for the prize of the upward call of God.' If we do not care about eternal life, we may take our ease and leave grace alone. But if we value our own salvation, we must keep moving forward in the graces of religion as a runner presses forward in his race. If this were taken seriously, it would rouse many of our sleepy Christians who make no progress in religion.

    Second, this picture of Christianity as a race teaches us all to strive to outrun each other in knowledge, faith, and holy obedience — as runners in a physical race each strive to get ahead. In the world, people labor and compete to get ahead of one another in riches, social position, fine clothing, and every bodily pleasure. If people strive to be first in these passing things, shall we neglect our duty to excel in spiritual graces — in which the more we excel, the more acceptable we are to God, and the more glorious we will be in the world to come?

    Third, since Christianity is a race, we must be steadfast in it until we reach the end of our faith — the salvation of our souls. It has been the habit of many people to shift their religious allegiance along with the political climate and the times. To this day many thousands attend our assemblies who would revert to Catholicism if that religion were restored — saying, 'Those were happy times when that religion was the rule.' But this is not the character of good runners. If we want the crown of life, we must hold to true religion steadfastly until death.

    Finally, like good runners we must keep our eyes on our path and set our hearts on the finish line — which is everlasting life. An ordinary traveler asks his way carefully and directs all his effort toward reaching his destination by the most direct route. We are travelers, and our journey leads to heaven. We must therefore strive to take the most direct path to everlasting life. We should not make unnecessary delays along the way, but use every help available to move us forward — for the destination we are heading toward is of the greatest importance.

    Some will say at this point: we welcome this teaching — but true religion has always had many enemies and few wholehearted friends. And if a person runs this race, he must often run alone and endure many hardships and insults along the way. This is entirely true — and this is precisely why the Holy Spirit adds that we must run this race 'with endurance.' We must not be discouraged by hardships and afflictions. We must labor with patience to bear whatever portion of suffering falls to us along the way. This is Christ's counsel to His disciples: 'By your endurance you will gain your lives' (Luke 21:19) — as if He were saying: if you want to save your souls, you must learn to bear all the crosses that fall on you with patience. In the parable (Luke 8:15), 'those who receive the seed in good soil are those who, having heard the word in an honest and good heart, hold it fast and bear fruit.' But how? 'With patience.' Everyone who hears God's word and takes it seriously will have enemies who scoff, mock, and afflict him — agents the devil sets to work to hinder the growth of the word in his heart. But should he therefore stop bearing fruit? No — he must bear fruit with patience. We must do the same in the race of true religion. Hardships, afflictions, and mockings will come. But these storms must not turn us back. The harder they beat upon us, the more we must arm ourselves with patience — and through it we will be able to bear them all. That is enough on this third duty, and on the whole exhortation to constancy in the faith, following the example of all these godly fathers.

    The End.
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