Living in the Power of His Resurrection #9

“Overcoming Faithlessness”

selected Scriptures
Today is Father’s Day, and we honor all fathers on this day.  Jokes are often made about how Father's Day pales in comparison to Mother's Day, but the state of fatherhood in our culture is no laughing matter. I believe this has been the intentional result of our society denigrating men in general and fathers in particular in order to raise women up. I am not against honoring women, but I do not believe that is done by tearing down men. As Tony Evans observes, 

All of this leads to what I call “sissified” men who have relinquished their leadership roles in the home, at church, and in society at large…. The political and social climate has become an excuse not to exercise their God-given role of leadership.

We continue our study of “Living in the Power of Christ’s Resurrection” this morning, and I want to focus our attention on overcoming faithlessness. We sing the old hymn, “Faith of our Fathers,” but how much faithfulness do we really see in our fathers today? When we do hear of a “faithful father,” why is that the exception and not the rule?

The Problem of Faithless Fathers

I begin this morning with the problem of faithless fathers. According to the U.S. Census Bureau in 2021, 18.4 million children, 1 in 4, live without a biological, step, or adoptive father in the home. That’s enough children to fill New York City twice or Los Angeles four times over. Research shows that a father’s absence affects children in numerous unfortunate ways, while a father’s presence makes a positive difference in the lives of both children and mothers.
 Let’s consider some specifics:

· 63% of youth suicides are from fatherless homes – 5 times the average.

· 90% of all homeless and runaway children are from fatherless homes – 32 times the average.

· 85% of all children who show behavior disorders come from fatherless homes – 20 times the average.

· 71% of all high school dropouts come from fatherless homes – 9 times the average.

· 75% of all adolescent patients in chemical abuse centers come from fatherless homes – 10 times the average.

Even these disturbing statistics do not tell the whole story, however, as Michael Vayda (my pastor while I was growing up) pointed out,

There are many fathers today who are runaways without ever leaving the home…. It is possible for a professing Christian father to be a runaway, even though he may be home five evenings a week and every weekend.

Fatherhood includes more than the physical siring of children and even the material provision for them. God’s Word has much to say about true fatherhood and the responsibilities entailed.

This faithlessness has also spread into our communities and churches as well. Men are more and more absent from taking leadership roles in both of these realms. Some men decry the rise of women in roles of leadership, yet they are unwilling to step up and fill such roles themselves. 

When I was in college one of the running jokes among the female students went like this: “Did you hear about the man-eating lion on campus? He died of starvation.” Ha! But I wonder if that doesn’t expose the problem of faithless fathers…and men in general. 

The Prototype of Faithful Fathers

I’d like to move on to the prototype of faithful fathers. While the Bible provides several examples of godly fathers, there is one who stands out. American historians consider George Washington as “the father of his country,” which is a bit ironic since he fathered no children himself. But in Scripture, Abraham stands out as “the father of his country,” literally and figuratively. In fact, he was literally the father of many nations.

The apostle Paul uses Abraham as the prototype of a faithful father in Romans 4. Look with me at the first three verses:

What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather, discovered in this matter? If, in fact, Abraham was justified by works, he had something to boast about—but not before God. What does the Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.”

One of the key themes in the book of Romans is justification by faith, and Paul chooses Abraham as his Exhibit A. Quoting Genesis 15:6, Paul points to the pivotal point of Abraham’s salvation when he put his faith in God’s promises.

Many Jews of his day would point to circumcision as the evidence of salvation, yet Paul points out in verses 9-12 that circumcision was not instituted by God until Genesis 17, which as anybody knows comes after Genesis 15. Thus Paul surmises, “So then, he is the father of all who believe but have not been circumcised, in order that righteousness might be credited to them. And he is also the father of the circumcised who not only are circumcised but who also walk in the footsteps of the faith that our father Abraham had before he was circumcised” (Romans 4:11-12).

What is Paul getting at here? To those Jews who depended on circumcision to save them, he demonstrates that circumcision without faithfulness—what he calls, “walk[ing] in the footsteps of the faith”—does not save. To the Gentiles who were not circumcised at all, he shows that Abraham is their spiritual father if they share his faith. In verse 16 he concludes, 
Therefore, the promise comes by faith, so that it may be by grace and may be guaranteed to all Abraham’s offspring—not only to those who are of the law but also to those who are of the faith of Abraham. He is the father of us all.
Those who possess the faith and faithfulness of Abraham are considered his children, regardless of ancestry or circumcision or law. Later in the same book of Romans Paul writes of natural branches (those born of Jewish parents) are broken off of the olive tree (signifying the true family of Abraham) due to unbelief, whereas wild olive shoots (meaning Gentiles) are grafted in by faith, becoming part of the tree, or family of God.

The Practice of Faithful Fathers

Which brings us to the practice of faithful fathers. What is required to be a true son (or daughter) of Abraham? Returning to Romans 4:11-12, notice two characteristics: verse 11 speaks of “all who believe…” while verse 12 mentions those who “walk in the footsteps of the faith.” We might say the first is “faith” and the second is “faithfulness.”

What is the difference? One might argue from Scripture that there is no difference since both ancient Hebrew and Greek use the same term for both. The Hebrew term ‘emuwn (ay-moon’) literally means trusty or trustworthiness, while its related term ‘emuwnah (em-oo-naw’) portrays moral fidelity, stability, or even truth.
 Similarly, the Greek term pistis conveys trustworthiness, the characteristic of one who is reliable.
 One commentary points out that this Greek word “describes the man on whose faithful service we can rely, on whose loyalty we may depend, whose word we can unreservedly accept. It describes the man in whom there is the unswerving and inflexible fidelity of Jesus Christ, and the utter dependability of God.”

This quality is present in our Lord. One of God’s characteristics is that He is utterly trustworthy, absolutely to be depended upon. He says of Himself in Malachi 3:6, “I the Lord do not change.” He also will never break His Word. We sing the hymn, “Great Is Thy Faithfulness,” taken right from Lamentations 3:22-23. God is faithful in all He does, and He is always faithful to His Word. Many times in Scripture we read, “God is faithful.” We can always rely on Him. Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians 5:24, “The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it.”
A Christian ought to be likewise dependable. We read in 1 Corinthians 4:2, “Now it is required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful.” The ultimate commendation a believer can hear from his or her Lord is to hear the words, “Well done, good and faithful servant…” (Luke 16:10-12). 

But what does that look like in practice?

Returning to Romans 4:11-12, we noted that the two characteristics of Abraham that are found in his spiritual offspring are faith and faithfulness. Let’s see how those qualities were evidenced in Abraham’s life.

Paul quoted Genesis 15:6 in this passage, so let’s go back to that event in the life of Abraham. Reading Genesis 15:1-6,

After this, the word of the Lord came to Abram in a vision: “Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your shield, your very great reward.”

But Abram said, “O Sovereign Lord, what can you give me since I remain childless and the one who will inherit my estate is Eliezer of Damascus?” And Abram said, “You have given me no children; so a servant in my household will be my heir.” 

Then the word of the Lord came to him: “This man will not be your heir, but a son coming from your own body will be your heir.” He took him outside and said, “Look up at the heavens and count the stars—if indeed you can count them.” Then he said to him, “So shall your offspring be.” 

Abram believed the Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness.
The Lord appears to Abram (as he was then called) in a vision and promises him divine presence and favor. Abram’s initial reaction was a question—“What can you give me since I have no children?” (Understand that Abram was about 85 years old at this time—it was a fair question!) The Lord answered by assuring him that a biological child of his would carry on his legacy, and that one day his descendents would outnumber the stars in the sky. Seem rather unbelievable? Perhaps, but Abram believed God. In other words, Abram placed his faith in God, and God credited to him as righteousness.

This is faith—believing in God’s promises, trusting in Him, relying on Him. Habakkuk 2:4 says, “The righteous will live by faith.” Ephesians 2:8-9 states, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.” Hebrews 11:6 declares, “Without faith it is impossible to please God, because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.”
Seems simple, right? Or is there more to faith that what I think or feel?

The answer to that is seen in Genesis 22, beginning in verse 1,

Some time later God tested Abraham. He said to him, “Abraham!” 

“Here I am,” he replied. 

Then God said, “Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains I will tell you about.” 

Isaac was the promised son. Now God wants Abraham to do what?
This is every father’s nightmare. Give up my son? The one God provided?
Verse three indicates that Abraham immediately obeyed—without hesitation or delay:

Early the next morning Abraham got up and saddled his donkey. He took with him two of his servants and his son Isaac. When he had cut enough wood for the burnt offering, he set out for the place God had told him about. On the third day Abraham looked up and saw the place in the distance. He said to his servants, “Stay here with the donkey while I and the boy go over there. We will worship and then we will come back to you.”

Some believe Abraham’s words in verse five show that he believed that somehow things would all work out—that he and Isaac would return. I don’t know about that…I can’t even imagine what must have been going through Abraham’s mind at that time.

Verses 6-8 record a touching conversation between father and son:

Abraham took the wood for the burnt offering and placed it on his son Isaac, and he himself carried the fire and the knife. As the two of them went on together, Isaac spoke up and said to his father Abraham, “Father?” 

“Yes, my son?” Abraham replied. 

“The fire and wood are here,” Isaac said, “but where is the lamb for the burnt offering?” 

Abraham answered, “God himself will provide the lamb for the burnt offering, my son.” And the two of them went on together.

It’s easy to read words from a page and not appreciate the magnitude of them. We know how the story ends, but Abraham didn’t at this point! Every step toward the place of sacrifice must have been excruciating for Abraham. Picking up in verse nine,

When they reached the place God had told him about, Abraham built an altar there and arranged the wood on it. He bound his son Isaac and laid him on the altar, on top of the wood. Then he reached out his hand and took the knife to slay his son. But the angel of the Lord called out to him from heaven, “Abraham! Abraham!” 

“Here I am,” he replied. 

“Do not lay a hand on the boy,” he said. “Do not do anything to him. Now I know that you fear God, because you have not withheld from me your son, your only son.” 

Abraham looked up and there in a thicket he saw a ram caught by its horns. He went over and took the ram and sacrificed it as a burnt offering instead of his son. So Abraham called that place The Lord Will Provide. And to this day it is said, “On the mountain of the Lord it will be provided.” 

At the last moment Abraham was stopped from sacrificing his son, after it was apparent he was willing to comply. Then the Lord provided a ram as a substitute—a foreshadowing of Jesus, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world.

But how does this connect with Abraham’s faith? James 2:21-23 tells us,

Was not our ancestor Abraham considered righteous for what he did when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? You see that his faith and his actions were working together, and his faith was made complete by what he did. And the scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness,” and he was called God’s friend.
Abraham’s faith was displayed by his faithfulness. Or, to put it another way, Abraham lived the words of the hymn, “Trust and Obey.” He trusted God’s word—that is faith—and he obeyed God’s command—that’s faithfulness. As James concludes, you can’t have one without the other.

There is another connection, though, between the words “faith” and “faithfulness” in this context. As our faith in God develops, our faithfulness will develop also. As we grow to trust, we grow in trustworthiness.
 We become a person God can count on to fulfill His plan. We become a person others can count on as well. Paul encourages us to be faithful in Galatians 6:9, “Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up.” Part of faithfulness is simply not quitting. In our culture it is too easy to quit.
On this Father’s Day, I want to commend faithful fathers. One way Christian men can stand out from the world is to cultivate faithfulness. The more we trust and obey, the more people will see Christ in us. And the more faithful we are, the more we see God’s faithfulness in our lives, as Psalm 18:25 promises, “To the faithful you show yourself faithful.”

“Well, that’s great,” you may be thinking, “but I’ve already blown it. I’m one of those absentee fathers you spoke of earlier—literally or figuratively. It’s too late for me.”

No, I have good news for you, too. Paul writes in 2 Timothy 2:11-13,

Here is a trustworthy saying: If we died with him, we will also live with him; if we endure, we will also reign with him. If we disown him, he will also disown us; if we are faithless, he will remain faithful, for he cannot disown himself. 

Even when we are faithless, God remains faithful. One way He does this is seen in 1 John 1:9, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.”  Repent today and experience His faithfulness in your life.

It’s never too late to start doing what’s right.
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